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CHAPTER I 


THE PLAYWRIGHT AS PIONEER: PERCY 
MACKAYE 


I 
ZS7TS34 

In 1897 there was delivered at the Commencement 
Exercises of Harvard College an oration on a theme 
at the time unusual for college affairs. The subject 
of the oration was “The Need of Imagination in the 
Drama of Today.” The delivery of this oration 
deserves some notice, not alone on account of the 
nature of the subject-matter, but because the 
speaker represented in his own person a vigorous 
tradition in American drama and was himself on 
the threshold of a lifetime of activity in the theater. 

“Ts there not need of a higher standard in the 
composition and criticism of our modern dramas?” 
the orator asks. “Does the public possess a clear 
and just appreciation of what a play should be?” 
And he proceeds to discuss the principles that govern 


in the theater of the time and to test these by stand- 
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ards of his own application. He reminds his hearers 
that the mirror which, in the words of Hamlet to 
the Players, the art of the theater should hold up to 
nature, is not a dull, imitative looking glass, but a 
vitally reflective magic mirror. He surveys current 
successes to learn whether there is in them any trace 
of magic, and he concludes that, from the beginning 
to the end of the play, it is the purpose of the drama- 
tist of the day not to fashion a world of the imagina- 
tion, but “to keep the spectator in a state of excited 
expectancy, to draw from the audience the same 
breathless attention which they would bestow upon 
a runaway accident or an escaping thief, to appeal, 
in short, not to the imaginations of men but to their 
nervous systems.” He concludes his oration with a 
plea for a new ordering in the American theater. 
Imagination, and then imagination and more imagi- 
nation! This is the need of the American stage. 

The speaker on this occasion was young Percy 
Wallace MacKaye. Looking back over the almost 
thirty years that have passed since this oration was 
delivered, it appears that the orator spoke better 
than he knew. Certainly he had pointed his finger 
at his own program of action. But he had done 
more than this. He had uncovered the doctrine by 
which a whole program of dramatic reorganization 
was to be motivated. He had elected himself spokes- 
man, with all that thereto appertains of hard work — 
and odium, of a new movement in the American 
theater. This position he has never relinquished. A 
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something dynamic in the MacKaye nature, a cer- 
tain combination in him of the warrior’s obtuseness 
with the sensitiveness of the artist, has given him 
both the eloquence and the initiative of authority. 

Percy MacKaye (in his early published work he 
dropped the middle name) was born in New York 
City, March 16, 1875, the son of a line which on both 
sides had been distinguished for intellectual attain- 
ments and strong convictions. His paternal grand- 
father had been an Abolitionist leader intrusted 
by Lincoln with responsibilities in connection with 
emancipation. His mother, as well as his father, had 
been a writer and playwright. He attended boy’s 
school in New York, Groton, and Washington, D. C. 
Thence he went to Harvard, and after graduating in 
1897, proceeded to Europe to continue his studies in 
Germany, France, England, and Italy. 

Young MacKaye took with him to Europe a defi- 
nite ambition to be a playwright. This ambition 
found its source in his own family tradition. Steele 
MacKaye is but a name to many to-day. A genera- 
tion ago he was more than aname. He had been suc- 
cessfully painter, teacher, lecturer, disciple and ex- 
ponent of Delsarte, author of dramatic works (of 
which “Hazel Kirke” and “Paul Kauvar” are re- 
membered), theatrical manager, producer, architect 
and innovator. No justice can be done to the life 
work of the father in a hasty'sketch of the life of the 
son. And yet the father cannot be ignored for two 
perfectly good reasons. He passed on to the son a 
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vigorous tradition of theatrical innovation. Like 
the son, he never looked upon the drama as an art 
of pure form; to him it was always an art in which 
he saw realized an Utopian dream. 

Percy MacKaye came to Harvard from his 
father’s death bed. He had spent the previous year 
beside the drafting boards and work tables of his 
father in Chicago. He had been confidant and sec- 
retary to his father. Boyishly he had shared with 
him the dream of a Spectatorium overlooking the 
western lake; his first writing had been done for this 
ill-fated enterprise. He had seen that dream go 
down to defeat and his father to death. In the defeat 
he had had his first taste of a fate too common 
among those who would transmute dreams into 
reality, whether in the form of Utopias or theaters. 
When, four years later, he dedicated himself to his 
father’s work, it was with open eyes. 


I find some interest in the fact that Percy 
MacKaye, who was to raise his voice for an Ameri- 
can theater, should have started his life work by 
browsing in European libraries. A generation ago 
few American playwrights had attended college. 
Bronson Howard and William Gillette were college 
men ; Clyde Fitch, a college man, was just beginning 
his career. But Augustus Thomas, David Belasco, 
James A. Herne, Denman Thompson, Charles Klein, 
had come to writing either through business or 
through acting. The theater was alienated from the 
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bookish world. Writers for the stage acquired a 
hand-picked education that was by no means to be 
despised, but a college education as such was con- 
sidered a handicap. Few have suffered more from 
this handicap than Percy MacKaye. He began his 
career by separating himself still further from the 
currents and interests of the American stage by 
burying himself in the myth and fable, in the classi- 
cal tradition of the old world. It was as if he said 
to himself that as the way of preferment was closed 
in the popular avenues of stage activity, he would 
gather all forces for an attack upon the stage from 
the vantage ground of the accumulated tradition of 
the world of culture. 

And indeed, for the task he had undertaken, there 
were advantages in the severely academic and classi- 
cal equipment with which the young poet provided 
himself. I imagine that from his earliest youth 
MacKaye never deluded himself into thinking that 
he could write for the average commercial stage. I 
believe he was never interested in writing for this 
theater. From his childhood he had had another 
purpose, the purpose of writing for the theater as it 
is going to be. Nowhere could he gain a conception 
of the theater of the future so well as from a study 
of the theater as it had been in the golden days of the 
past. He was soon to learn that history does not 
repeat itself, that the theater of the future was to 
run on formulas of its own: he was himself to play 
his part in attempting to work out these formulas. 
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Meanwhile he found his support and inspiration, as 
so many others have done before him, in the past. 

Of plays, MacKaye has written more styles than 
Polonius at his most garrulous ever dreamed of. 
The number of his published works comprises more 
than seventy titles, including collected editions of his 
works. There are six volumes of poems; four vol- 
umes of essays on the civic theater and on social 
ideals; fifteen volumes of plays, four volumes of 
operas, twelve volumes of masques and community 
dramas, and a score of miscellaneous works and 
editions. If these show the energy with which he 
has thrown himself into work, the themes of his 
earliest group of plays show the voracious appetite 
of the man for the old fables, the stored riches of 
world imagination. He started his playwriting as 
an Elizabethan with “A Garland to Sylvia”; moved 
back to the period of Chaucer for “The Canterbury 
Pilgrims”; thence to Scandinavian mythology for 
“Fenris, the Wolf”; over to France for “Jeanne 
d’Arc,” and finally to the classical world for “Sappho 
and Phaon.” 

In 1896 MacKaye had begun, while still a student 
at Harvard, a play upon a theme derived from 
Elizabethan sources. Completed in Italy in 1899, 
“A Garland to Sylvia” was reserved for publication 
for some ten years and when finally published in 
1910 had the advantage of a second preface in which 
the author expounded its history and some of the 
considerations entering into its composition. The 
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play itself, taken in conjunction with the two pref- 
aces, is a lucid document upon the whole career of 
the poet. Governing everything i is the influence of 
Shakespeare. It would not be proper to say that the 
“play is imitative of Shakespeare, but it is imbued 
with the spirit of the early comedies. The influence 
extended to the theme, the atmosphere and to some 
of the versification of the play, but not to its form. 
Of the hero of the play Mencken has said, “Felix, 
to put it in plain English, is Shakespeare-drunk. 
He has steeped himself in the gorgeous word music 
of the peerless bard as Thackeray once steeped him- 
self in Addison’s Haydnesque prose. . . . It is in 
fine, the Forest of Arden. I know of no more strik- 
ing imitation, in this unpoetical age, of the 16th 
century Shakespeare—not the serious, self-conscious 
metaphysician of the bald dome and coat of arms, 
but the pe vacottce devil of the 1590’s and the 
early comedies.” 
MacKaye was always. impressionable. The imme- 
diate “influence, then, is not the most significant 
feature of a MacKaye play. Of greater significance 
are those persistent traits which, present in the first 
play, come to be the signs manual of the MacKaye 
technique. “A Garland to Sylvia” displays that 
artist consciousness, that theater consciousness, that. 
is the peculiar mark of MacKaye’s mind. In this , 
work he seems always to be divided between two 
interests, his interest in the drama as an art of 
expression through form, and even more strongly his 
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interest in the potentialities of the art of the theater 
in human affairs. It is the latter that gives his work 
that sense of responsibility that is a distinguishing 
attribute of most of his plays and a contributing 
reason for the failure of many of them in production. 

To the world-old problem, “How is the artist to 
be true to human nature?” MacKaye adds another: 
“How is the artist to be true to evolutionary 
process? How can he be most useful to destiny?” 
Writing in his earliest preface the young author 
puts his finger on the trait that always distinguishes 
him. “As I began to write the play, this somewhat 
introspective—though I think not morbid—contem- 
plation of my own relation to my characters fasci- 
nated, nay, I confess, weighed upon me.” And he 
goes on, “I wished to portray—or rather, I saw por- 
trayed before me mentally—first, a young drama- 
tist, groping in the mists of his imagination, con- 
fronted and confounded by that personality of his 
own which he had unwittingly but inevitably wrought 
into the characters of his play.” 

This combined theater and social consciousness, 
this awareness of himself in all he does, this identifi- 
cation of himself with all his themes, controls the 
structure of this as of MacKaye’s later plays. In 
this play the action is not only set in a containing — 
plot. There is a double containing action and, as if 
to intensify the impression of the complications and 
involutions of life, characters move at will from one 
zone of the action to another. | We shall see that 
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MacKaye never views the world simply. All reality 
is seen in a multiple aspect. | Among these aspects 
the author moves freely-now in one guise, now in 
another, inquiring and commenting. 

The hero of the play is a young poet, Felix, who 
appears first in a prologue at Harvard College. He 
is writing a play. Speaking of Felix, another char- 
acter in the Prologue says that he is always on “the 
wildest of speculations as to the relation of life to 
his imagination. The imagination, he believes, is a 
faculty of perception and creation. So, on the one 
hand, his imagination can perceive truths beyond 
mere eyesight; and on the other, it can create, from 
these truths, beings beyond mere flesh and blood— 
creatures which are henceforth indestructible, im- 
mortal; for whose existence he is responsible, as the 
good Lord, for him.” 

How the responsibilities of Felix work out in the 
play he writes, how the characters he creates prove 
as real, even more real than himself, so that they are 
substance and he is dream, provides the theme of the 
play. MacKaye would have us understand that 
while the problem of this play is essentially an art- 
ist’s problem, it is not only an artist’s problem; that 
all who dwell on the earth are concerned with the 
complex interrelations of things. “A Garland to 
Sylvia” has never been produced. _| 

Before writing his next published play, MacKaye 
had collaborated with Evelyn Greenleaf Souther- 
land in a romantic drama entitled, “A Maid of 
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Leyden,” which was presented by the pupils of the 
American Academy of Dramatic Arts at a matinée, 
December 11, 1900. As far as known, this was the 
first of MacKaye’s works to find production. The 
manuscript of “A Garland to Sylvia,” shown among 
the author’s friends, secured for him the flattering 
attention of Norman Hapgood, who was then writ- 
ing on the Commercial Advertiser. It also elicited 
from E. H. Sothern and Julia Marlowe a commis- 
sion for a poetic play. For the theme of his next 
play MacKaye went back beyond the age of Eliza- 
beth to the more distant time of Chaucer. In the 
composition of “A Garland to Sylvia,” the author 
had had the support of a vigorous dramatic conven- 
tion. This was not the case with a subject chosen 
from the fourteenth century. Here the author had 
to dramatize materials not originally created for the 
stage. This fact explains, perhaps, a certain stagi- 
ness and excess of theatrical effect to be found in 
“The Canterbury Pilgrims.” Characters and atmos- 
phere he found ready to hand. Action and plot had 
to be invented. 

The source material of this play is mostly to be 
found in Chaucer’s “Prologue” and “The Wife of 
Bath’s Tale” in “The Canterbury Tales.” Many 
features of the plot are derived not from extant 
resources in fiction, but from the author’s own imagi- 
nation working upon historical characters of Chau- 
cer’s day, including the poet himself, as well as upon 
the characters of the Tales. The play is in fact 
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MacKaye’s tribute to the poet’s poet, Chaucer. Not 
accepted by Sothern and Marlowe, it was first pro- 
duced by the Coburn Players in Atlanta, Georgia, 
April 30, 1909, and was afterward acted by this 
company for six seasons in tour throughout the 
country. 

Of all MacKaye’s plays, this has had the largest 
measure of popular success. ~The reasons for this 
are not obscure. It is the most objective of the 
author’s plays in plot, and shows fewer traces of 
social and esthetic philosophy, of verbal and stylistic 
whimsy than MacKaye usually displays. | For once 
the author forgets his passion for the theater in 
his interest in his characters. The action moves 
straight-away without prologues or other contriv- 
ances. | The author does, however, permit his favorite 
confusion between the real world and the imaginary 
world by having Chaucer and other figures of history 
move about among the figures of Chaucer’s—and 
MacKaye’s—imaginations. 

In two respects the play is a delight. MacKaye 
has always been an enthusiastic Chaucerian. In 
later days he edited and adapted to modern English 
the works of Chaucer. This enthusiasm for Chaucer 
is manifest in the atmosphere of the play. Never 
are MacKaye’s characteristic faults less evident than 
in this play. He has laid aside his verbal super- 
facility, his disposition to make sound stand for 
sense. The verse of this play is instinct with the 
spirit of joy and adventure. The jocund sense of 
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outdoor life so long associated with Chaucer is well 
achieved. Chaucer says he is in love. 


Mine own true mistress is sweet Out-of-doors. 

No Whitson lassie wears so green a kirtle, 

Nor sings so clear, nor smiles with such blue eyes, 
As bonny April, winking tears away. 


The enthusiastic Squire, telling Chaucer of their 
trip, speaks as follows: 


Was ever such a ride 
As ours from London? Hillsides newly greened, 
Brooks splashing silver in the small, sweet grass, 
Pelt gusts of rain dark’ning the hills, and then 
Wide swallowed up in sunshine! And to feel 
My snorting jennet stamp the oozy turf 
Under my stirrup, whilst from overhead 
Sonnets shook down from every bough. 


If we are pleased with the temper of the play we 
are also pleased with the characters. The cast of 
characters is large, including Chaucer, about thirty 
male Pilgrims, the Wife of Bath, the Prioress, the 
Nun, the Mistress of the Inn, and about a score of 
others. Well portrayed is the daintiness and senti- 
ment of the Prioress, Donna Eglantine, who is put 
under Chaucer’s protection, who tells her beads to 
keep the fairies from her feet for fear the bagpipes 
set them free. Beside the delicacy of the Prioress, 
the ribaldry of the Wife of Bath stands out clearly. 
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Delightful is the outbreak of the latter on woman- 
hood: 


You men! God’s arms! What ken ye of true women? 
You stuff one doll and name it Modesty, 

And bid her mince and giggle, hang her head 

And ogle in her sleeve; another puppet 

You make of snow and name St. Innocence: 

She sits by moonlight in a silver nightgown 

And sighs love-Latin in a nunnery. 

By Corpus’ bones! Is not a mare a horse? 

A woman is but man; and both one beast 


In short the character and atmosphere of the play 
are refreshing; the action is of a somewhat lower 
order. The author’s purpose seems rather to put his 
characters through a large amount of gymnastics 
than to tell a story that will be believed. The central 
conception of the plot is artificial enough. The action 
goes through many complications of a playful nature 
in which the poet himself plays a far from dignified 
part. He dances in an arbor with the Prioress. The 
verses he had written for Eglantine reach a meaner 
wench. There is an incredible number of misunder- 
standings and crossed personalities. We are ex- 
pected to believe that characters which have been 
traveling to Canterbury to meet each other would 
go for days in the same procession without meeting. 
Chaucer escapes marrying the Wife of Bath only by 
the interposition of King Richard who is introduced 
by the author for the purpose. If the play were to 
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be judged by the plot it would not require much 
consideration. Happily it possesses other and higher 
qualities of imagination which raise it to importance. — 

From Chaucerian England the poet now turns 
toward Scandinavian mythology. In northern myth 
Fenris, the water demon, was shaped like a wolf and 
grew to such tremendous size that the gods chained 
him up. Twice he broke his chains until it seemed 
that he could never be controlled. The chain that 
finally proved strong enough to hold him was made 
of the sound of a cat’s footsteps, a man’s beard, the 
roots of a mountain, a fish’s breath and a bird’s 
spittle. 

This primitive myth offers ample material by 
which to suggest the strain of the beast that les in 
all of us and the spiritual bond by which the inborn 
brute may be constrained. The conception of the 
power of magic to control both brute force and fate 
is dear to MacKaye’s heart. To him imagination is 
the breaker of chains, man’s liberator from the baser 
powers that hold him enslaved. But the play is 
not one of his best. The story is told in the form of 
a five-act tragedy, partly written in blank verse, 
partly in archaic Anglo-Saxon meter. As a tour de 
force the work is impressive. But the play offers 
nothing important to the understanding of human 
nature. Story and style are monotonous; the sym- 
bolism is trite. Again the author’s interest in the 
theater is revealed when at the end it is shown that 
the building of toy houses (i.e., plays and stories) 
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is an important measure for the civilizing of man. 
This play has not been produced. 

With the composition and production of “Jeanne 
d’Arc” Mackaye begins that close codperation with 
the artists of music and design that has marked his 
active career as a playwright. “Jeanne d’Arc” was 
first produced. by E. H. Sothern and Julia Marlowe 
in Philadelphia, October 15, 1906. Its New York 
production was at the Lyric Theater, January 28, 
1907. In April of the same year it was produced in 
London. For this production stage designs were 
made by Barry Faulkner. An incidental music suite 
was composed by F. S. Converse, of Boston, the first 
of several collaborations. ‘Jeanne d’Arc” belongs 
to the older order of blank verse drama with music 
accompaniment and songs, a form much more com- 
mon seventy-five years ago than to-day. The form 
derives on the one side distantly from the Eliza- 
bethan blank verse play; on the other it derives from 
the melody drama of a more sentimental generation. 
No admirer of MacKaye’s tonic influence in turning 
the American stage toward imagination needs to 
claim that he has more than skimmed over the surface 
of this great theme. One cannot avoid comparing 
this play with two great plays on the same theme, 
with Schiller’s “Die Jungfrau von Orleans,” which 
had been written a century before, and with Shaw’s 
“Saint Joan” which was written twenty years later. 
With neither play does MacKaye’s work compare 
favorably. The appearance of Shaw’s play only 
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convinces us the more that for the treatment before 
modern audiences of the heroic legends that stand 
on the threshold of the modern era, no romantic 
dress of poesy is necessary or desirable. It is the 
author’s duty to delve always deeper into the hidden 
sources of consciousness and decision. He must not 
be satisfied with words except as words escape like 
cries from distracted minds. MacKaye had not 
learned this lesson. 

MacKaye’s “Jeanne d’Arc” is graceful and, in a 
superficial way, theatrically effective. The play fol- 
lows the career of the Maid from Domremy in 1428 
through various scenes to the final event at Rouen 
in May, 1431. At no point in the story does the 
author seek to plumb the deeps of his theme. As 
a pageant or festival entertainment the play has its 
qualities. It has color, movement, songs, crowds, 
stage effects, now and then snatches of felicitous 
phrasing. It never moves as with an organ note of 
deep revelation, nor does it pretend to render with 
justice the aspirations and agonies of the Maid. 
Whenever the spiritual demands of the play become 
too deep to be easily handled, the author introduces 
a stage device. On one occasion the Emperor in the 
stained glass window turns toward the king and 
speaks with the voice of St. Michael. Again a voice 
speaks within a bell. This use of the trickery of the 
stage to represent the deeper motives of the play- 
wright’s theme is unfortunate. 

In the early scenes the character of Jeanne is con- 
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ceived with simplicity and directness. And _ yet 
when her hour of vision comes she is without inspira- 
tion. And her most sacred hours are cheapened by 
the allures of romantic love. Beside a passion like 
that of the Maid, a mortal passion seems irreverent. 
Certainly the author does not make the love of 
D’Alencon of any importance either to the Maid or 
to us. | 

In “Sappho and Phaon” we come to the end of the 
first phase of MacKaye’s career. As heroine of 
this play MacKaye chooses Sappho, the Lesbian 
poetess of the 7th and 6th centuries, B.c. In many 
respects this is the most characteristic as it is the 
most ambitious of the author’s poetic works. In his 
treatment of the unhappy love of the Greek poetess 
for Phaon he is consistently modern in temper, plot, 
intrigue and interest. He pays tribute to the past 
only in a certain regard for ancient types of produc- 
tion and for archeological externals of the action. 
MacKaye’s choice of the old Grecian story and the 
manner of his treatment uncover again some of the 
deepest interests of his life. Only by the employ- 
ment of an ancient story that runs through the ages 
can he give that sense of the complexity and involu- 
tion of modern life that is his chief concern. In this 
play we have displayed again that “theater-minded- 
ness” that is found throughout MacKaye’s work. 
The story is involved in various planes of action and 
reveals many motives and objectives. MacKaye 
neither sees a situation simply nor can he trust his 
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audience to follow it save through openings of suc- 
cessive draperies. 

Very few plays have had a time scheme as ex- 
tended as that of “Sappho and Phaon.” Beginning 
with our days the action moves through various pro- 
logues and inductions backward for twenty-five hun- 
dred years. The action takes place on the site of a 
stage of a theater at Herculaneum. In the first 
Prologue a group of excavators are shown at work 
in the ruins of the Players’ quarter of the private 
theater of Varius. The Induction then transports 
us to the same spot in the year 25 s.c., the theater 
then being standing. The Prelude and Interludes 
take place on the fore stage or orchestra in front 
of the curtain of the theater. The Play Proper is 
the tragedy of Sappho and Phaon, conceived as being 
played upon this stage of Varius’ theater, during the 
first century p.c. The scene reveals a high promon- 
tory overlooking the Aigean Sea, near Mitylene in 
Lesbos with the exterior of the temple of Aphrodite 
and Poseidon. Such is the machinery of the play. 

There is no need to tell again the story of the love 
of Sappho for Phaon. This story is every-man’s 
material now. MacKaye makes it his own; puts the 
stamp of his hand upon it. Manifestly he is not 
interested in Sappho alone, and not at all interested 
in Sappho, the Greek. He is interested in the per- 
sistence among men to-day of the forces, the dreams, 
the sacrifices, victories and defeats that make up the 
record of man in the past. To him time is a dream. 
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He is interested, too, in the interchangeable values 
of the real and the ideal, the substance and the show, 
actor and audience, poet and figment of poet’s brain. 
Of all these interests Sappho is a symbol and an 
‘instrument. 

As treated by MacKaye, the play is the story of 
“the eternal maiden and her lover.” It is handled 
with a free, romantic fancy, teems with complica- 
tions, fabricated circumstance and coincidences. In 
plot the play is no more distinguished than a 
thousand plays of stage intrigue of the nineteenth 
century. It is a tragedy of crossed loves, pitiful 
contrivances, misunderstandings, partings, and 
death. The catastrophe grows from an external 
situation. The play makes little pretense to repre- 
sent the Greek spirit either in the feeling of man 
for woman or in the attitudes of the characters 
toward the surrounding forces of their lives. Sap- 
pho says, “We must dare all to be ourselves.” On 
Phaon’s part he too speaks revolutionary words of 
“the tyrant’s hate, the galley master’s goad, the 
sordid trader’s dreams of avarice.” When they 
marry she hears the “chant of life,” “world music.” 
Phaon answers rightly, “These are but thou; and 
thoughts of thee are music.” 

If we judge this play as a modern attempt to 
make the past live again it does not succeed. The 
fable is not worthy of the theme. The author fails 
to evoke that terror of the wrath of the gods that 
alone can explain Phaon’s killing of his child. The 
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tragic denouement depends too much upon accident. 
Nevertheless the play is one of the most important 
of American verse plays, not only because of its emo- 
tional appeal, but even more because of the author’s 
success in giving the impression of the unbroken con- 
tinuity of dramatic art through the ages. True to 
the author’s interest in the theater we are shown not 
only a play but the circumstances of dramatic pro- 
duction in Italy in 25 s.c. We see characteristic 
figures of the player, the pantomimist, the mime, the 
training master of players, and the audience. We 
see Prologus, who announces the tragedy before the 
curtain. And when the Induction opens we learn 
something of the conditions behind the scenes in the 
old Roman private theater. 

Again the author’s interest in the theater is shown 
when in reply to a slighting remark made by Horace, 
a spectator, Actius speaks for the Players: 

. .. Why, then, a player 

Is man epitomized, an ape 

Of glorious hypocrisy, 
Magnificent, because alone 

He shows the counterfeit his image, 
The hypocrite—himself. 


II 


With “Sappho and Phaon” we reach the end of 
the first phase of MacKaye’s work. He had begun 
to write plays under the influence of the masters of 
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the verse drama of the past. Study of these masters 
had brought two convictions to his mind. That 
where work of the theater has been highest it has 
tended always to express itself through old stories 
which have been distilled through the imaginations 
of peoples. That a work of dramatic art can achieve 


long life only in case its expression rises to elevation 


and beauty of language. In these beliefs he under- 
took his first work and in these beliefs he remained. 
Considerations arose, however, which made him ques- 
tion whether the times were auspicious for the writing 
of plays in verse, whether his own powers and con- 
victions did not compel him to enter the world’s arena 
rather than dwell in the cloister of poetry. 
MacKaye’s first work had been based upon the 
theory that language is the preponderant dramatic 
medium. He learned that language, however refined 
and beautified, is not of itself enough. A good play 


involves other factors of expression, deeper and 


more delicate than those of language. As human life 
develops in complexity and intensity, the part that 
words can play becomes always smaller, the part 
played by other expressive mediums aside from 
words becomes ever greater. It is not because the 
stories of the past are not relevant to us that so 


many ambitious projects for their dramatization 


fail. A great story is always relevant. They fail 
because the artist seeks to express an old story 


_ through a medium that also is old. One of the signs 


- of the age of our civilization is that we have become 
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weary in the use of words. Words no longer have 
the joy to us that they had when the world was new. 
Whatever his theme, the artist must seek always the 
medium of joy. If words are dead, then he must 
seek the living line, the living color, the living music. 
Twenty years ago men had not learned that lan- 
guage was dead. The theater needed to break the 
shackles of language entirely in order that it might 
rediscover the true potencies and use of language. 
At the time that MacKaye began to write, Stephen 
Phillips was having his first successes in England 
with verse plays. Arthur Symons had said that no 
play could be considered a true play except it was 
written in verse. These men were not aware of it, 
but so far from speaking for the theater they were 
cutting themselves off from the theater. Whether 
by conscious judgment or not, MacKaye was to learn 
that the art of the theater was not to be re-created by 
refining its spoken language; that life was to be 
brought back into the theater by giving it an orches- 
tra of languages of which speech and verse are but 
single instruments. 

Summing up the work of MacKaye’s first period, 
we find many characteristics that appear throughout 
his life. His early plays showed his unusual com- 
mand of the resources of stage technique. They re- 
vealed a rich and luxuriant verbal gift, a gift too 
much concerned with the sound of words, too little 
concerned with their meaning and selection. They 
showed a comic sense of almost an antic type, with 
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little wit or humor of the higher order, much play- 
fulness and jesting. They showed an ability to 
handle the strands of a dramatic action so that it 
arrived in full force at a foredetermined conclusion. 
These qualities implied both merits and defects. 
MacKaye’s dependence upon stage tricks, upon 
verbal facility, upon a forced comedy, is a defect. 
Overcoming all defects is an imagination fecund in. 
power and majestic in scope. This is a rare and . 
valuable thing. 
Inquiring more deeply into these plays, we find | 
that they reveal other interests of the playwright. | 
The first of these has to do with his conception of | 
the place of dramatic art in social life. This interest | 
leads him to identify the action of every play with 
a social motive. Either his plot is symbolic and 
suggestive of social meanings, or his dialogue is 
pointed with social ideas, or both. As a rule this 
social idealism of his is identified with a passion for 
the theater as an agency of society. From his very 
first work the young poet had a vision of the theater 
not alone as a place of entertainment but as the 
assembly room, the academy, the laboratory, the 
temple of peoples. The theater was to him the most 
effective agency of the free man’s development into 
his larger associations. It was the place at which 
men could meet and exercise themselves on every 
plane of their souls. MacKaye’s conception of the 
‘modern theater carries back to those dim origins 
when the theater was ritual and worship; it carries 
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forward to the future when order and dignity and 
beauty will, we hope, be the marks of our common 
life. 

This conception of the theater as social organism 
dominates all MacKaye’s playwriting. It supplies 
the themes of many of his plays. He is constitution- 
ally unable to consider life apart from the theater 
or the theater apart from life. The two are identi- 
cal. As a result a course of dramatic action never 
presents itself simply. Life is a complex thing, a 
thing of interlocking circles, of varying planes. 
Therefore, the play must likewise be made up of 
interlocking circles and varying planes. So strong 
is the sense in him of the implications of a piece of 
imaginative work that his imagination ventures to 
include in the action all those who touch it and are 
influenced by it. Decidedly this is an interesting 
conception of dramatic structure. It is justifiable 
in the searcher for social formulas. It is justifiable 
also in the artist who would present a picture of 
truth through art. But it has disadvantages. One 
of these is that much of MacKaye’s work gives the 
effect of confusion. At first view it would seem that 
he has not thought his way through to the end. 
‘He, of course, would answer that he has no wish to 
make simple that which is by nature complex. 
Nevertheless, this complexity of structure and 
thought is a positive barrier to the enjoyment of 
his plays. 

In these considerations we have reason enough for 
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the unfortunate stage history of many of Mac- 
Kaye’s most ambitious plays. The successful 
playwright must be dramatist and nothing else. 
MacKaye has never been able to limit his interest to 
the play. Beyond the play there were other inter- 
ests upon which he could retire. He has never been 
able to conceive of playwriting as the one and only 
medium of expression of his ideas. I imagine there 
are artists who are tongue-tied in other arts. I 
imagine the artist exists who is so much in love with 
the material of his own art that humanity itself 
could go to the bonfire and he would be content, 
given only that his work remained. MacKaye is not 
such an artist. He has never yet forced his creative 
imagination to the point of the inevitable once-and- 
for-all. A certain lack of power of discrimination, a 
certain powerlessness in rejection, is shown in dif- 
ferent ways in different periods of his playwriting. 
It remains characteristic of him throughout his 
career. 

By the year 1909 MacKaye had gone far enough 
to reveal his qualities and to indicate his limitations. 
We have already shown what these qualities and limi- 
tations were. We must now show how they guided 
the succeeding steps in his career. 

In this world art is the only thing that matters. 
Art supplies the only true standard of values of 
human effort and human life. Among the arts the 
one that touches life most nearly and on the greatest 
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number of sides is the theater. Holding these views 
MacKaye’s course was laid out for him. He must 
do all possible to make the theater live up to its high 
destiny. Though it masqueraded as an art, the 
theater was as a rule not in any respect an art. Art 
must again be given to the theater. Imagination 
must again crown the theater. Given a theater free, 
electric, incandescent, who can tell what it might not 
do? It might help to apply the standards of art 
even to life itself. No one can view the theater pro- 
foundly, as MacKaye has done, without seeing that 
the theater is itself an index of larger values and a 
larger truth. Enthusiasm for the theater is not 
enough. The theater implies communal organiza- 
tion. You cannot think in terms of the theater with- 
out thinking in terms of social bonds, disciplines and 
trends. In this sense the theater passion of these 
days—in Russia, in Germany, in the new countries 
of Central Europe as well as in America—is partly a 
youthful curiosity to see how the mechanism works, 
to tinker with it, and partly it is a millennial zeal. 
MacKaye has both this curiosity of experiment and 
this nostalgia for a society perfected by the tenets 
of art. He has these qualities with all the implied 
impatience, all the lack of balance, all the faith in 
shibboleths and patent nostrums. He differs from 
those who blow hot and cold by having his faith all 
the time. 

With these ideals in view MacKaye proceeds to 
work for a new theater in America. He strives to 
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rebuild the theater from within. He strives to aug- 
ment the professional theater with new movements 
among amateurs. And as if to signalize his new 
ideals he changes the forms of his own playwriting. 
The young MacKaye now saw what so many others 
have seen; that if he were to play his game to the 
full he could not be writer alone. The stage was not 
yet ready for the writers who composed their plays 
solely as works of art. In order that it might be 
made ready fundamental work must be done on the 
structure of the theater itself. The structure of the 
theater rests proximately upon the workers in the 
theater, but its ultimate support is the patrons of 
the theater. Brushing aside middlemen, the fetchers 
and carriers of the theater, MacKaye addressed him- 
self to the great public, to the audience which sup- 
ports the theater. 

Now there come to mind the words of kindly, clear- 
thinking Charles Eliot Norton, upon reading that 
commencement oration on “Imagination in Drama.” 
“Our American public,” wrote Norton, “is an audi- 
ence in which there are few who will listen to your 
discourse, and fewer still to lay it to heart.” Never- 
theless, it was to this audience that MacKaye pro- 
ceeded to address himself. If there was not such an 
audience, then it must be created. MacKaye became 
the prophet and ballyhoo man of the new American 
theater in the open spaces. He spoke and wrote for 
it through al! the seasons of the year. He appeared 
on platforms, in pulpits, and in college halls, from 
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one end of the country to the other. Always he 
appealed over the heads of the theater men to the 
people in the audience. A self-confident man, he for- 
got himself and his own interests in his passion for a 
new theater. He knew that even if his work suc- 
ceeded the results would come too late to serve the 
purposes of his own art. I have talked with him 
about his plays and found him timid and hesitant, 
his mind abstracted and at a loss. Turn the conver- 
sation to the future of an American drama, to the 
vision of a new theater, and his eyes flash and words 
come in an eloquent torrent. 

Without question MacKaye has paid a price for 
his faith and for his devotion to a great task. Men 
always pay a high price for anything that is worth 
having. The highest price that he has paid is in the 
quality of his own playwriting. His passion for 
stage reform has given to all his work an intense 
purposeful note. 

MacKaye’s theories of community drama are ex- 
pressed in four volumes of essays and addresses 
entitled “The Playhouse and the Play, and Other 
Addresses Concerning the Theater and Democracy 
in America” (1909) ; “The Civic Theater, in Rela- 
tion to the Redemption of Leisure: a Book of Sug- 
gestions” (1912) ; “A Substitute for War” (1915) ; 
and “Community Drama; Its Motive and Method of 
Neighborliness” (1917). There is no need to sum- 
marize the arguments of these books. These are well 
known. Viewing the arguments of these books nar- 
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rowly and as a theater lover rather than as a social 
Utopian, I find in them much with which to agree, 
some ideas that compel reservations. If by com- 
munity drama MacKaye means to throw the practice 
of the art of the theater over to the people, then I 
do not agree with him. The theater is not less a 
specialized art because it deals with humanity as a 
whole. Any attempt to introduce the bungling, po- 
litical-minded compromises of common action into 
the theater can only end by killing the theater. I 
assume he does not mean that. If by community 
drama MacKaye implies, as I presume he does, a 
means of realizing the conceptions of creative 
artists, there beg no other way of accomplishing 
this save by mobilizing the community, then I agree 
with him. But I cannot agree to substitute for the 
creative vision of the individual, the haphazard, 
chance commitments of group action. Nothing in 
the new art of the theater promises to dispense with 
the independent and responsible artist. However 
extended the theme may be, the artist must always 
pass it through his own soul. 

Once MacKaye writes, “The civic theater idea, as 
a distinctive issue, implies the conscious awakening 
of a people to self-government in the activities of its 
leisure. Too this end, organization of the arts of the 
theater, participation of the people in these arts (not 
mere spectatorship), a new resulting technique . . . 
these are the chief among its essentials.” And again 
he calls the Civic Theater “the efficient instrument 
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of the recreative arts of a community.” This is well 
and good in so far as it applies to the theater as a 
social agency. It has little if anything to do with the 
theater as art. Art is not concerned with the people’s 
leisure. It is very much concerned with the artist’s 
crowded hour of intense life. As MacKaye’s passion 
for democracy throws open to the artists new worlds 
of imagination he is serving the art of his time. I 
am sure he has no wish to withdraw the theater 
from the artist and give it into irresponsible hands. 

When MacKaye’s interest turned to the concrete 
features of theatrical organization there came a 
change in his playwriting. He dropped the poetic 
play entirely. His imagination now turned to those 
themes that lie adjacent to the current interests of 
his audience. In particular he began to conceive of 
a play as a part of the organic tradition of the race 
or nation that gives it birth. Here appears his in- 
terest in the American play as such. The three plays 
that follow “Sappho and Phaon” require little com- 
ment. These are “Mater, an American Study in 
Comedy” with incidental music by George W. Chad- 
wick, produced by Henry Miller at San Francisco 
in 1908; “Anti-Matrimony, a Satirical Comedy,” 
played by Henrietta Crossman in 1910 and 1911; 
and “Tomorrow,” played by Frank Reicher in Phila- 
delphia in 1913. Of these the first two were come- 
dies of a forced and purposeful humor, workmanlike 
but dull. The third deals with the author’s Utopian 
visions. 
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With “The Scarecrow” and “Yankee Fantasies” 
we come to a new and more significant phase of our 
author’s playwriting. The latter, published in 1912, 
is a series of five one-act plays variously composed 
and produced. These are “Chuck, an Orchard Fan- 
tasy” (produced 1912) ; “Gettysburg, a Woodshed 
Commentary” (produced 1912); “The Antick, a 
Wayside Sketch” (produced 1915) ; “The Cat Boat, 
a Fantasy for Music” (produced 1921) ; and “Sam 
Average, a Silhouette” (produced 1912). Both 
“The Scarecrow” and the “Yankee Fantasies” dis- 
play that playful quality of the imagination and 
leaning toward the grotesque that are characteristic 
of MacKaye’s work. 

The desire to create a drama that is distinctively 
American is as old as our stage. In recent years it 
has come to be fashionable to scoff at this desire. 
It is said, and with reason, that we should be willing 
to accept imaginative beauty from every source. 
Unquestionably this is true as far as applies to the 
production. But there is nothing for the American 
writer to do but write American plays. This has 
nothing to do with his own will and little to do with 
patriotism or with those external controls that bind 
a man to his parish, right or wrong. The urge to 
write a native play is the same urge that attaches a 
man to his own soil. It is fundamental to all art 
that the artist shall turn his hand to the materials 
that lie adjacent to him, not because these materials 
are better than other materials, but because these are 


32 Playwrights of the New American Theater 


the only materials he has. By the handling of these, 
will he, nill he, is his mastery displayed and known. 
True imaginative creation is an intimate thing. It 
works in secret with forces that are of the fabric of 
life. There is no other material with which an artist 
can deal than that which has passed through his own 
experience. How futile it is then to suppose that 
true imagination can go to far places for its inspira- 
tion. How can a man handle the symbols of the dis- 
tant if he is helpless before the nearer symbols? ‘The 
urge to create an American drama is not a political 
and nationalistic matter at all. It is not inconsistent 
with an international view. It arises from the inner 
necessities of the artist’s own temperament. Mack- 
aye was never on solider ground than when uphold- 
ing the idea of an American substance in plays. 
“The Scarecrow, or The Glass of Truth: A 
Tragedy of the Ludicrous,” was completed in 1907. 
It was first produced by the Harvard Dramatic Club, 
December 7, 1909; later in New York by H. B. 
Harris at the Garrick Theater, January 17, 1911, 
and produced in England: by Muriel Pratt at the 
Theater Royal, Bristol, November 30, 1914. 
Without question this is the most significant of 
MacKaye’s dramatic works, both as a play and on 
account of the ideas that govern its composition. 
From Mackaye’s Preface to the published edition 
of the play we learn that the fable of the play is 
derived from Hawthorne’s “Feathertop,” a tale in 
“Mosses from an Old Manse,” which relates “how 
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Mother Rigby, a reputed witch of old New England 
days, converted a corn-patch scarecrow into the 
semblance of a fine gentleman of the period; how 
she dispatched this semblance to ‘play its part in 
the great world, where not one man in a hundred, 
she affirmed, was gifted with more real substance 
than itself’; how then the scarecrow, while paying 
court to pretty Polly Gookin, the rosy, simpering 
daughter of Justice Gookin, discovered its own 
amage in a looking-glass, returned to Mother Rig- 
by’s cottage and dissolved into its original elements.” 

Such in outline is Hawthorne’s story. It would 
seem that this story could not be improved. This is 
not Mackaye’s opinion. In the handling of this 
story he must needs modify it to a new, or at least, 
to his own view. In Hawthorne’s story we have a 
theme of universality and simplicity, one of the 
native chunks of imagination chipped by Hawthorne 
from the New England rock. In treating this theme 
MacKaye displays that irrepressible, jocose spirit 
we have noticed before. He is unwilling to view 
a simple theme simply, even when it is handed down 
to him from a master. He even admits “many radi- 
cal departures from the conception and treatment of 
Hawthorne.” Naturally there is no law to compel 
the author to dramatize Hawthorne literally, but if 
he takes the theme of a great writer, he must rec- 
ognize that any changes he makes in the handling 
of the original will call for and receive very close 
scrutiny. In Hawthorne’s romance the scare- 
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crow is an imaginative epitome or symbol of human — 
charlatanism. Coxcombry and charlatanism are the © 
butt of the satire. MacKaye believes that the theme 
of the scarecrow that became a man is susceptible to 
a wider development. Indeed, he indicates that 
Hawthorne himself had had intimations of this wider 
meaning which he had failed to cultivate, and he 
quotes in proof the last sentence in which Mother 
Rigby exclaims: “Poor Feathertop! I could easily 
give him another chance and send him forth again 
to-morrow. But no! His feelings are too tender— 
his sensibilities too deep.” From this last sentence 
MacKaye seeks to draw the conclusion that Haw- 
thorne had not grasped the theme fully, that it is a 
theme in which pity and sentiment have a strong 
part. For my part I should draw the contrary con- 
clusion, that Hawthorne had grasped the theme 
fully, and that with his marvelous artistic tact he 
had decided upon the limits of his treatment. These 
limits lay within the bounds of irony. For MacKaye 
there are no such limits. He does not accept irony. 
The words that end Hawthorne’s story serve as the 
starting point of MacKaye’s play. Says MacKaye, 
“The element of human sympathy is here substituted 
for that of irony, as criterion of the common ab- 
surdity of mankind.” The play becomes a tragedy 
of the ludicrous. 

In these words quoted from the Preface to the play 
we have Mackaye’s commentary on its temper. In 
the opinion of this critic Hawthorne’s story has 
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been sentimentalized. In introducing human sym- 
pathy into the play MacKaye introduces something 
that has nothing to do with the case. Human 
sympathy is not a criterion of absurdity. Human 
sympathy is not a criterion of anything. Pleasant 
and important enough in its place, it is certainly 
not an instrument in art. When the artist takes 
sympathy or pity into his hand, judgment fails. To 
the extent that a man is shown to be worthy of pity 
he is shown to be something that he is not of him- 
self but only is in the mind of the observer. 
The matter is quite other with satire or 
irony. To the extent that a man is shown to be 
incongruous, false, insincere, he is shown either in 
himself or in his relation with other men. Pity does 
not exist of itself; incongruity does. Irony is the 
art of observing an objective incongruity and keep- 
ing it poised objectively. But the eye of pity can- 
not be trusted to see nor the mind of pity to judge. 

With the exceptions here set forth, the dramatiza- 
tion of Hawthorne’s story is expert and effective 
though fantastic and over-adorned. Now again in 
plot construction MacKaye allies himself with the 
school of intrigue and forced situations. It would 
have been better for Dickon had the author not been 
so well acquainted with the jestings and chop logic 
of the Elizabethan clowns. The play is called a 
“tragedy of the ludicrous.” Ironically enough, 
MacKaye’s “tragedy” touches the emotions less than 
did Hawthorne’s irony. The action depends too 
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much upon tricks, too much upon externals of char- 
acter and deportment to engage the sympathy. In 
my judgment the play fails of absolute greatness 
but it will outlive many successes of smaller 
magnitude. 

MacKaye returned to an American theme many 
years later in “Washington, the Man Who Made 
Us.” This play was produced by Walter Hampden 
on Washington’s Birthday, 1920; later at the Lyric 
Theater, New York, March 1, 1920. It was called 
by the author a “ballad play.” 

In developing the action of “Washington, the Man 
Who Made Us,” MacKaye discards entirely the bio- 
graphical and chronological method. It is his idea 
that Washington, the man of history, has passed out 
of the confines of personality. He has become a 
figure of legend and is woven into the fabric of the 
country. Properly to present him, therefore, as he 
is to-day, the author employs all those factors of folk 
myth by which the deeds and character of a great 
man are kept alive among men. These are ballads, 
anecdotes, pictures of action, songs and folk cere- 
monials. In employing these to make up his play, 
MacKaye returns to his favorite plan of prologues 
and epilogues, inductions and transitional actions. 
The play is broken up into fifteen episodes set within 
prologue and epilogue. And each one of these is 
connected with the following by a transitional song, 
ballad, or dance. The intent of the author is mani- 
fest. It is to show Washington embedded in the life 
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of his countrymen. Needless to say, the idea is more 
interesting as a conception than it is in execution. 
The figure of Washington seldom emerges from the 
cloak of ballad and ceremonial by which it is sur- 
rounded. And though the idea that a great man 
lives eternally in the generations that follow him is 
impressive, the entire work has the air of frivolity 
and inconsequence of a torchlight procession. 


III 


The narrow confines of the professional theater 
could not long contain a worker of the resourceful- 
ness and energy of Percy MacKaye. He must either 
broaden the practice of the theater or he must go 
outside the theater entirely. He did both and here- 
in lie the activities from which his lasting 
fame will be derived. Within the _ theater 
MacKaye early began to contrive a larger synthesis 
of the arts than had usually been permitted on our 
little stages. This began when he called into col- 
laboration in his compositions practitioners of the 
arts of painting, sculpture, and music. MacKaye 
has been a promoter in selling the theater to artists 
who had before found in it no outlet for their talents. 
His dependence upon other artists began in 1906 
when he called into codperation Barry Faulkner as 
scene designer and F. S.' Converse for incidental 
music for his “Jeanne d’Arc.” Since then the list 
of artists collaborating with him reads like a roll call 


88 Playwrights of the New American Theater 


of the foremost artists of the day. These include 
among musicians Prof. A. A. Stanley for “Sappho 
and Phaon”; Geo. W. Chadwick for “Mater”; F. S. 
Converse for “The Immigrant”; “Sinbad, the 
Sailor,” “Sanctuary,” and “St. Louis”; William 
Furst for “A Thousand Years Ago”; Reginald de 
Koven for “The Canterbury Pilgrims, an Opera,” 
and “Rip Van Winkle”; Walter Damrosch and 
Charles A. Stafford for “The Gloucester Pageant” ; 
Arthur Farwell for “Caliban” and “The Evergreen 
Tree’; Clarence Dickinson for “The Roll Call”; 
Harry Barnhart for “The Will of Long.” Among 
artists of design MacKaye’s collaborators include 
Maxfield Parrish for “Sappho and Phaon”; Arnold 
Genthe for “Anti-Matrimony”; “Washington, The 
Man Who Made Us,” “Sanctuary,” and “The Roll 
Call”; Robert Edmond Jones for “Washington,” 
“Caliban,” “The Evergreen Tree,” and “The Roll 
Call”; Joseph Urban for “Sinbad, the Sailor” and 
“Caliban”; John W. Alexander for “The Pittsburgh 
Pageant”; Joseph Lindon Smith for “Sanctuary” 
and “St. Louis”; Richard Ordynski for “Caliban.” 
The collaborators from the arts of acting, dancing 
and production are too numerous to mention. These 
lists are impressive and significant. In a period in 
which the theater was enlarging its resources they 
go far to justify MacKaye’s title to greatness. 
Comparatively little of this codrdination of the 
arts found a place on the professional stage. Among 
the dramatic forms of twenty years ago the only one 
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which demanded a synthesis of the arts was grand 
opera. But grand opera is far too convention-bound 
to offer promise of becoming the supreme art of the 
theater. Too many objections to grand opera as an 
art form stand in the way. One may grant, as many 
critics do, that the highest criterion of the art of the 
theater lies in music without granting that grand 
opera achieves these standards. Grand opera is 
indeed in essential opposition to the true spirit of 
music generally applied. It is a form of mechani- 
cal assembling. The most sensitive artists of the 
theater have long been aware of the need of sub- 
. Jecting their art to a regimen as exact and intensive 
as that of music. They have not been able to con- 
vince themselves that grand opera is anything more 
than a dignified parody of the dramatic, sometimes 
impressive, sometimes sublime, and often ridiculous. 

As an artist MacKaye was aware of the demand 
for a synthesis of the arts. As an experimenter he 
was willing to take a chance with grand opera. In 
fact he took four chances. None of these succeeded, 
for very good reasons. The music provided by his 
collaborators was not adequate to carry the works in 
the sense in which grand opera is now understood ; 
that is, great or appealing music applied to puerile 
dialogue and a fable that is twaddle. MacKaye 
lacked the strength—naturally—to raise by his own 
powers these works to a higher level of synthetic 
creation. . 

MacKaye’s first experiment in opera was “The 
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Immigrants, a Lyric Drama,” written as a commis- 
sion for the Boston Opera House, the music being ~ 
composed by Frederick S. Converse. The work was 
never produced. In the preface to this play 
MacKaye calls attention to the fact that traditions 
of opera have been handed down from times when 
“pure romance, or fairy fancy, or courtly intrigue, 
or symbolic mythology” held sway. He decides “that 
the uses of opera in English need not be confined to 
a mere rendering into English words of the imagina- | 
tive concepts of foreign artists, nor to imaginative 
concepts which are themselves aloof from the passion- 
ate problems of our modern life, but that those uses 
ought to be extended even more widely to increase 
the creative opportunities and creative works of 
English speaking artists of the theater in expressing 
the realities of human passion and aspiration which | 
cry out for expression now and here in our midst.” 
Without questioning the validity of the author’s 
ideas, it cannot be claimed that he succeeded in his | 
task. Leaving the music aside—the writer knows | 
nothing of this—the lyric drama composed by | 
MacKaye was in the last degree trite and mechanical. | 
It was written in an antique form. The intrigue is | 
without distinction. 'The theme is the American | 
assimilation of the foreigners, but the play never | 
grasps the subject. The author’s view of America | 
is sentimental. The lyrics are of the style of the. 
light opera of fifty years ago. The hero is very | 
good ; the villain is very bad. 
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Like “The Immigrants,” the following opera, 
“Sinbad, the Sailor,” called “A Lyric Phantasy,” 
was also written for the Boston Opera House. The 
war prevented its production. MacKaye next pre- 
pared “The Canterbury Pilgrims” for music com- 
posed by Reginald de Koven and the opera was 
produced for seven performances at the Metropoli- 
tan Opera House. His last work in this style was 
“Rip Van Winkle,” a folk-opera in three acts, with 
music by Reginald de Koven, produced by the Chi- 
cago Opera Company in Chicago and New York, 
January, 1920. 

MacKaye’s experience proved that nothing could 
be accomplished in enriching the resources of the 
stage by surrendering to the domain of music as now 
administered in opera. There were, however, other 
resources and agencies of the imagination by which 
the theater could be enriched. These applied to the 
theater the standards of rhythm, color and design. 
It is generally assumed that the creative impulse of 
the arts of design was first applied to the modern 
theater by Gordon Craig. In some of the formalized 
types of theatrical art these arts had always had 
a strong influence, in the ballet, the dance, in the 
puppet play, in the forms roughly covered by the 
term Commedia dell’ arte. But these had almost 
expired in the world of false face that grew up in the 
nineteenth century. With the opening of the new 
century there came a renascence that carried for- 
ward the imaginative potentialities of design to 
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points undreamed of in the previous history of the 
stage. The growth of this movement is by many con- 
sidered the most important event in the history of the 
modern theater. The artists of mass and design and 
color came to the stage with new enthusiasm. They 
had a new world to work in. Design had become dra- 
matic. Movement had entered into design. The 
reverberations of daily discoveries extended not only 
throughout the theater but into the studios as well. 
The designers were remaking the theater but the 
theater was having its revenge. The theater was in- 
troducing new dimensions into design. We are inter- 
ested chiefly, of course, in what happened to the 
theater. With heads turned by the grand new world 
they lived in, the designers began to set up extrava- 
gant claims. They began to de-personalize the thea- 
ter, to take language from it, even to relieve it of 
plot, theme, and sequence. They began to promise 
the day when the playwright would disappear. 
Plays would be “studies” in mood, color, circum- 
stance; plays would be grotesques, nocturnes. In all 
this there was some truth and much stimulation. 
There was also some falsehood and overstatement. 
Much of this hardly touches MacKaye at all 
except to the extent that his acquisitive brain, always 
looking around for new worlds to conquer, pounced 
upon the new effects of the designers and proceeded 
to use them for his own purposes. In one respect 
he never surrendered to their view. He had no inten- 
tion of relinquishing his place as playwright to a 
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draftsman, a sculptor, or a draper. He was willing 
to employ the resources provided by them. He was 
too much a language lover to dispense with words; 
but he was willing to string his words in a different 
pattern, and to seek his dramatic pattern in the 
studios of the designers. In two cases the works so 
composed were made for the professional theater. 
By far the greater number of such works were com- 
posed for production outside the professional theater 
by community organizations expressly created for 
the production of masques and pageant rituals. 

“A Thousand Years Ago, A Romance of the Ori- 
ent,” was produced with Henry EK. Dixey and Rita 
Jolivet, December 1, 1913. The story of Turandot, 
Princess of China, has a long history. The old 
Persian tale, “Turandot” was taken over into 
Italian comedy by Carlo Gozzi, and thence adapted 
by Friedrich Schiller to the German stage. This 
work was recast by Karl Voellmoeller for Reinhardt 
and the modern German form was translated into 
English by Jethro Bithell. It was this translation 
that MacKaye was called upon to adapt to the 
American stage. MacKaye is careful to indicate 
that while his work refers back to these sources, it is 
in effect an original composition. 

The task undertaken by MacKaye in this comedy 
was an ambitious one. For the substance of his fable 
and for the manner of its treatment he went back to 
different sources. The substance is derived from the 
Persian tale, the manner is a free adaptation to 
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modern conditions and stagecraft of the resources of — 
the Italian Commedia dell’ arte. The chief male — 
character of the play, Capacomico, is entirely 
MacKaye’s. He it is who provides the unity of plot 
and sentiment. More significantly it is he who, as 
the spokesman of the author, makes the direct appeal 
to the modern audience for that cessation of disbe- 
lief, for that fine fervor of romance, that it is the 
chief aim of the author to awaken in his audience. 
There is, in fact, no law that would forbid the Com- 
media dell’ Arte to invade old China. The univer- 
sality of the stuff of dreams is a favorite article of 
the author’s creed. The attempt to apply the 
formal-informality of the Italian method to the ma- 
terials of a Chinese imagination is undertaken with 
all of MacKaye’s daring and fecund fancy. 

When we come to the consideration of MacKaye’s 
work on the masque we reach his most important 
contribution to the drama of our time. MacKaye 
was not the first to present masques in this country. 
He did, however, carry the masque farther than it 
has gone in this or any other country in our time. 
MacKaye’s masques must be distinguished from the 
pageants which have been popular during the same 
period. The masque as a rule deals with generalized 
and sometimes allegorical symbols. The pageant, on 
the other hand, deals with a progressive historical 
action. In one respect both the pageant and the 
masque as now practiced are similar. They repre- 
sent the tendency of the theater to break its bounds, 
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to incorporate into its action large numbers of those 
who were before spectators, to diversify its structure 
and to bring the subject home to the simple interests 
of people. These are forms which find their greatest 
expression in the play spirit of crowds. 

When we consider the essential nature of the 
masque, important differences of opinion should 
be noted. On the one side there are those who 
assume that drama is the expression of a community 
aspiration and that, therefore, the masque is one 
of the highest forms for the release of this aspiration. 
On the other side there are those who do not 
believe that society in itself has any such 
aspiration. They hold that in so far as this aspira- 
tion exists it has been implanted by individual men 
and women of vision, and that the ultimate achieve- 
ment is always the result of individual initiative and 
administration. People in general have ‘the play 
spirit, they are gregarious and sportive. But the 
people cannot create a work of dramatic art. To 
assume for the people en masse the possession of 
creative powers would be to falsify all that we know 
of the creative process. Society of itself never has 
made anything beautiful and never has tried to make 
anything beautiful. It has never perfected any- 
thing. Whatever beauty or perfection is achieved is 
the work of an individual. It comes because of the 
labors of a man or a woman. MacKaye has never 
made his own position absolutely clear in this re- 
spect. He speaks often of the desire of society for 
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expression, once of “the desire of a democracy, con- 
sistently to seek expression through a drama of 
and by the people, not merely for the people.” But 
it is not without significance that the New York which 
MacKaye says is anxious for expression has not even 
a place in which to express itself, unless we can say 
that it expresses itself in ball grounds and boxing 
arenas and the Great White Way. The most pessi- 
mistic thought that one can permit himself is the 
thought that Boyle’s Thirty Acres and the New 
York Yankee Stadium truly represent our people. 

In some respects this question is theoretic and 
irrelevant. But it has its aspects of pertinence. Let 
us distinguish once and for all between those things 
that can be done by means of popular coéperation 
and political arrangement and those things that can 
be done only by a man clothed with authority. We 
tell ourselves that we can be governed by the methods 
of accommodation. But we cannot find truth by a 
referendum or create beauty in a caucus. 

The best justification of the community masque 
lies in the fact that it is a training school for the crea- 
tive dramatic artist in handling material not yet 
adapted to stage use and on a larger scale than any 
heretofore imagined. Incidentally, the masque pro- 
vides good entertainment for the crowd, and a means 
of getting together for creditable purposes. But 
nothing accomplished in the masque so far even ap- 
proaches the precision and harmony of art. Even 
the best masques—and in these high imagination and 
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skill have been lavished—have been but bungling 
tentatives toward an art that has hardly yet been 
glimpsed. The difficulties that lie in the way of this 
super-dramatic art are such as to make it very diffi- 
cult even to prophesy what the future may bring. 
The problems of sight are far more easily handled 
than the problems of sound. If this art of the hun- 
dred thousand is to achieve itself, there must be some 
cruel rejections or some rich accretions in the re- 
sources of the art as they are at present. The graces 
of language are valueless. Even music is under a 
heavy handicap. Personality is dwarfed and insig- 
nificant. The theme must be the simplest. Some- 
time amplifiers and radio will join to bring sound to 
the hundred thousand as electric light brings vision. 
But this is not yet. 

It is not my purpose to sketch the future of this 
magnified art form of the theater. I am impelled 
only to apply the work already done to some abso- 
lute standard and to point out the difficulties in the 
way of the development of this art. No one living 
has done more than MacKaye for this super-art form 
of the people’s theater. And yet MacKaye is bound 
to forms of expression that have shown themselves to 
be utterly futile in production. He is a poet of 
remarkable facility of phrase. His great masques 
are built upon a framework of literature. This 
means simply that they are built upon a structure 
that is out of sight and out of mind of the audience. 
The use of megaphones to magnify speech has so 
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far only introduced an element of the grotesque. 
MacKaye has been quick to seize every new expe- 
dient and to give it imaginative use. The effects of 
lighting, of massing, of chorals, the use of great 
puppets have been justified in his work. Neverthe- 
less, he would be the first to admit that everything 
achieved so far is but the first draft of an experiment 
toward a new form. 

MacKaye began his work in the masque by writ- 
ing the Prologue to Louis Evan Shipman’s “St. 
Gaudens’ Masque,” presented at Cornish, June 23, 
1905. Four years later, “The Canterbury Pilgrims” 
was expanded and presented with fifteen hundred 
people as The Gloucester (Massachusetts) Pageant. 
There followed in 1910 “A Masque of Labor,” pro- 
jected with John W. Alexander for Pittsburgh, Pa.; 
and “Sanctuary, A Bird Masque,” presented with a 
distinguished group of collaborators at Meriden, 
N. H., September 12, 1913. From this time forward 
MacKaye’s work in the masque falls into two orders: 
first, that order in which he seeks to express his 
vision of a new society in a form of imaginative 
beauty; second, that order in which he seeks to 
create for the use of social groups a ritual of common 
life and aspiration. 

The first order, expressly called “Masque,” at- 
taches itself to the Jacobean form of masque and 
more distantly with the Greek forms of drama and 
with opera. “TI have called it a Masque,” writes the 
author, “because—like other works so named in the 
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past—it is a dramatic work of symbolism involving 
in its structure pageantry, poetry and the dance.” 
To this class belong “St. Louis, a Civic Masque,” 
presented at Forest Park, St. Louis, with seventy- 
five hundred citizens of St. Louis, before half a mil- 
lion spectators, May 28—June 11, 1914, and “Cali- 
ban By the Yellow Sands,” devised and written 
to commemorate the tercentenary of the death of 
Shakespeare, produced in New York and Boston, 
May-July, 1916. In the Masque of St. Louis the 
author employs the events of history, half legendary, 
half factual, of a middle western community to create 
a magnified allegory of the community life of man 
on the globe. In “Caliban” he returns to the theme 
of his first enthusiasms and dreams, the theater. 
“The art of Prospero,” he writes, “I have conceived 
as the art of Shakespeare in its universal scope, that 
many-visioned art of the theater which, age after 
age, has come to liberate the imprisoned imagination 
of mankind from the fetters of brute force and ignor- 
ance.” Caliban is “the passionate child-curious part 
of us all, groveling close to his aboriginal origins, 
yet groping up and staggering . . . toward that 
serener plane of pity and love, reason and disciplined 
will, where Miranda and Prospero commune with 
Ariel and his spirit.” 

In “St. Louis” and “Caliban” we have the art of 
the masque reaching its highest point. ‘These repre- 
sented the work of a single artist handling vast forces 
of men and materials for dramatic effect. Though 
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they brought into play large organizations they were 
not in the structural sense community affairs as 
MacKaye employs that term. They showed the com- 
munity under the artistic generalship of aman. But 
he dreamed, as we have seen, of the community sup- 
plying its own initiative and creating its own formu- 
las of group action. MacKaye was nothing if not 
consistent. Imaginative artist himself, he conceived 
that the highest point of his art would be reached 
when he could surrender his own prerogative. 
Studying social groups he found that they were 
bound together by customs, habit, atavistic memo- 
ries which found expression in folk rituals. These 
folk rituals provided the first sketches for the greater 
solidifying of the race in its movement forward. As 
a servant of the community he began to set down 
these rituals, to perpetuate them for the use of 
groups. Here the activity of the man goes definitely 
outside the limits of the theater and I shall not seek 
to follow him save to enumerate the leading rituals. 
These include: 

“The New Citizenship, a Civic Ritual” devised 
for places of public meeting in America (New 
York and St. Louis, 1916) ; “The Evergreen Tree, 
A Masque for Christmas,” for Community Singing 
and Acting (1917) ; “The Roll Call, a Masque of the 
Red Cross,” for Community Acting and Singing 
(1918) ; “The Will of Song, a Dramatic Service” of 
Community Singing (1919) ; “The Pilgrim and the 
Book,” a Dramatic Service of the Bible, for use in 


The Playwright as Pioneer: Percy MacKaye 51 


Churches. The logic of the situation had drawn the 
author from the participation of large numbers of 
people, to the participation of all members of the 
community. The community had swallowed its 
theater. 


IV 


The Great War put a punctuation point in the 
creative work of many careers. Tio some it meant 
the placing of the final stop. To some it meant a 
colon or semi-colon. There were few who were able 
to continue the sentence begun before the war with- 
out either a comma or a dash. MacKaye was not 
one of these. After the first enthusiasm and con- 
fusion MacKaye was able to discipline his forces 
_ better than he had done for many years. He was 
the same man, with the same visions, the same tend- 
ency to break into verbal and mental spindrift, but 
he was better anchored. 

In 1920 MacKaye was appointed American fellow 
in Poetry and Drama at Miami University at Ox- 
ford, Ohio. He had always been interested in the 
backgrounds of his country. Hitherto the folk ele- 
ment had come to him filtered through the hard crust 
of an overlying civilization or in a thin stream of 
literature and legend. Now he was able to drink of 
the primitive life of America from a living spring. 
Oxford is in the Ohio Valley. Just across the river 
in the mountains of Kentucky, the Virginias and 
Tennessee there persist, almost as if insulated from 
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the currents of progress around, the original pio- 
neers of the country. They are of English, Scotch, 
and Irish extraction; their schooling has been of the 
most elementary type. They are inbred. In the 
century in which they have lived in the mountains 
they have taken on some qualities, lost others. Nev- 
ertheless, they constitute to-day a living storehouse 
of tradition, a storehouse which will soon be ex- 
hausted as civilization beats its way into the moun- 
tains. It is this storehouse that MacKaye tapped 
when in 1922 he and his wife made a sojourn among 
the mountaineers. 

In this essay I am interested in MacKaye, the 
playwright, only incidentally in the explorer into 
folk myths. MacKaye proceeded to make himself 
the master of the language, legend and history of 
these mountain people. His records of speech forms, 
ballads, jests, stories, myths, are almost unbelievably 
full. ‘They are all indexed and cross-indexed for 
future use. They will be a museum of folk speech 
and folk lore. He is now busily engaged in dressing 
up for future consumption many of his records. 
Some of this material is appropriate to be put into 
dramatic form. He has sketched a series of moun- 
taineer plays, of which two have appeared, “Napo- 
leon Crossing the Rockies,” and “This Fine, Pretty 
World.” Few plays of recent years have won the 
critical praise given to this latter play, yet it failed 
in production. It failed with the audience on ac- 
count of those qualities that have marked MacKaye’s 
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work from the beginning, lack of discretion, of selec- 
tive power, lack of the ability to assess the fine line 
of popular approval. Under these external traits 
the play has all the qualities of popularity and many 
of the qualities of greatness. It is more objective 
than any other of MacKaye’s works. Imaginatively 
it belongs with the great works of joyous fancy of 
this and other centuries, with Synge, with Mark 
Twain at his best, with Cervantes and Le Sage. It 
has nothing to bar it from this comradeship save only 
a riot of language which places it almost beyond the 
understanding of even the most intrepid of diggers 
and delvers. With all its difficulty the language has 
a haunting beauty of phrasing and sound. 


Percy MacKaye has all the defects of his virtues, 
the virtues of his defects. No man can be all things. 
He has tried to be all things. I hold for him that 
he is possessed of the most fecund imagination in the 
American stage of to-day. Against him I hold that 
this very imagination, this superfluity of energy, this 
belief that he can set all things right has led him into 
activities that have ill served his cause. He has sur- 
rendered to the fallacy that by lecturing the people 
he can create a people’s art. With much of the 
patience of greatness he has much of the rashness 
too. He would see all in his own lifetime. 

The work of Percy MacKaye symbolizes the 
course of American drama during a generation. 
With half the energy, and with twice the judgment 
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he could have accomplished ten times as much. And 
so could our theater. But when we have said this we 
have said nothing. For judgment demands experi- 
ence, and Percy MacKaye and men like him supply 
the data by which judgment is made. We know now, 
better than we knew when MacKaye started, that the 
theater will not be remade by creating institutions. 
In the strictest sense the theater is not an institution 
at all. It is an ever renewed creation of men of 
genius. If the vision remains the theater lives; with- 
out the vision the theater perishes. So we prove 
nothing when we say that Percy MacKaye lacks 
selection, that the gift of rejection fails him. It is 
quite true that not everything that is thrown off from 
the heated brain is artistic imagination. If it were 
then our dreams, our fears, our fancies would be 
imagination. But when MacKaye began to write it 
was not selection that was called for: there was noth- 
ing to select from. What our theater called for was 
creation, fecund and without limits. The base metal 
of our life must be transmuted. Creation is prodigal. 
We shall see that others who come after have a finer 
sense of discrimination, a judgment more keenly 
poised. ‘The possession of these gifts implies merit 
in them without question. It implies also, and this 
must not be forgotten, the existence of stores of 
material quarried from the living rock ready for 
their selective hand. No man has done more to 
quarry this material and make ready the way than 
Percy MacKaye. 
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The pioneer réle which he has been elected to play 
has made MacKaye always conscious of himself as 
personality and artist, conscious of himself in rela- 
tion to the drama and in relation to his age. This 
thing which might be called subjectiveness, is, in 
fact, objectiveness. This subjective-objectiveness 
(if you please) is shown in the Preface to “A Gar- 
land to Sylvia,” written fourteen years after the 
play was begun. It is displayed in the play itself, 
the first play he composed. The young poet sees 
himself in a new and terrifying réle. He is a poet, 
that is, a “maker” who would be a dramatist. What 
does he face? To what guidance shall he turn? 
There is no better guide than the greatest of all, 
Shakespeare. And the young poet writes, “I saw 
portrayed before me mentally—first a young drama- 
tist, groping in the mists of his imagination, con- 
fronted and confounded by that personality of his 
own which he had unwittingly but inevitably wrought 
into the character of his play ... secondly, a 
young man groping in the mystery of our life.” 

This is the key to the exploits of a rich and busy 
life. 


CHAPTER II 


THE PLAYWRIGHT UNBOUND: EUGENE 
' O'NEILL 


I 


Ir is now only ten years since the first of Eugene 
O’Neill’s plays was published. His first play was 
produced eight years ago. He is still a young man. 
What place he may occupy in the annals of our 
stage, with what forms of dramatic composition his 
name will be associated, it is still too early to say. 
It would be a poor service to the man himself to 
treat as if it were complete a career that has just 
begun. Anything written here must therefore be 
considered but a preliminary survey of an early 
phase of a career that may go on through many 
years and many phases. And yet were he never to 
write another play, O’Neill’s place in the history of 
our drama would be secure. \It is assured not alone 
by the qualities of the plays that he has produced, 
but even more by the fact that he has brought to 
playwriting an artistic integrity, a disciplined 
craftsmanship that have established playwriting in 
America among the fine arts. 

Such an achievement as this, flowering in the nox- 
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_ ious air of America’s post-war spiritual slump, must 
have had deep roots. No combination of chances, 
no mere “assembling” of personal and social factors 
would explain the vitality and validity of this phe- 
nomenon that appeared full grown in the American 
theater. Certain factors of this phenomenon appear 
in the hereditary and environmental resources to 
which the playwright was born. By all odds the 
most significant factor lies in that mysterious ele- 
ment of character by which the resources available 
were intuitively weighed and judged, discarded or 
appropriated. Eugene O’Neill is debtor to his hered- 
ity and to his environment for a rich endowment; 
the nature of the endowment is but a measure of the 
manner in which he has magnified the talents which 
_have-been given him. 
~~ Like Percy MacKaye, Eugene O’Neill was born 
~ to the theater. The association of his father, James 
O’Neill, with the sensational success, “The Count of 
Monte Christo,” has made us of a later generation 
forget that he was an actor of all-round training and 
skill, playing his hundreds of parts on the stage 
when to do so meant not to serve the metropolis alone 
but the length and breadth of the country. Through 
his father Eugene O’Neill has that Celtic strain in 
him from which has come a large share of the crea- 
tive dramatic imagination of the English-speaking 
stage in the last two centuries. In his young years 
he traveled with his father on tourg and--at-the-mo- 
ment that he was beginning-as-a-playwright he rep- 
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resented one of his father’s last theatrical ventures. 
It is idle to deny that this association with the prac- 
tical theater is important to the playwright. Popu- 
larize the theater as we will, adopt it into our society, 
it still remains a secret society, a world within a 
world. O’Neill had to undergo neither the extreme 
illusion nor the extreme disillusion that are involved 
in lack of acquaintance with the stage. In his 
hereditary endowment O’Neill was blessed by the 
fates. 

What, now, of the environment of the young play- 
wright? Again the fates were kind. Eugene O’Neill 
appeared in the American theater at precisely the 
moment when the stranglehold of the old theater was 
released by the persistent blows of the insurgents and 
experimenters. Partly by fortuity, because he was 
too young, partly by wisdom, because he was too 
wary, he took no part in the confusions of the early - 
campaigns for a new ordering in the theater. The 
experimental theater of fifteen years ago was just 
that and nothing more. It was experimental, inex- 
pert, ill equipped. As a rule it was built and man- 
aged by men and women who did not know the stage, — 
who were supported in their efforts largely by their 
enthusiasm, their ignorance, and their insight. With | 
all its faults it had one inestimable advantage. It_ 
was not mortgaged to preconceptions. Among many 
notions that were brash and sophomoric there were 
some that would not fade in the wash. These were 
the idea of the stage as an instrumentality of a crea- 
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tive impulse, a clear conception that this creative 
impulse employs money for its ends but cannot be 
employed by money, a disrespect for awkward stage 
traditions and the hocus-pocus of stage wizardry. 
By the time O’Neill appeared on the scene, little 
instruments were ready for him. They were the keys 
upon which he could play. He did not have to try 
his new notes on the wheezy old instrument of the 
professional stage. 

Up to this point, in outlining those elements of 
fortuity, of good luck, if you please, that enter into 
the makeup of the O’Neill creative machine, we have 
been fair enough. But any review that lays em- 
phasis alone on the external factors of O’Neill’s 
career fails to do justice to the qualities of character 
and decision possessed by the man himself. Not the 
least index of this character lies in the intuitive reac- 
tions of the young man, long before he became a 
playwright, toward the established institutions of 
society. Between that day when Percy MacKaye 
spoke on “Imagination in Drama” before his com- 
mencing classmates at Harvard, and the day when 
Eugene O’Neill shook the dust of Princeton from his 
Shoes and went out on dustless lanes to seek life in 
strange harbors, only ten years had passed. But 
there was a generation, a long generation crowded 
with revolt and disillusion and iconoclasm, between 
the worlds of the two young men. Whereas Percy 
MacKaye began his career with the support of 
schools and employing the resources of the classic 
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theater, O’Neill began his career by throwing over-. 
board both school and theater. MacKaye began as 
classicist and became revolutionary, projected him- 
self into the mélée, and in swinging the sword lost 
sometimes the skill of the craftsman. O’Neill kept 
himself serenely aloof from the machines, contriv- 
ances and policies of a world he already despised, 
and protected his artist’s fingers. In the confusion 
of the world around him many men were losing their 
bearings entirely and were scattering their energies. 
Young O’Neill had no disposition to be a dweller in 
a social maternity hospital. He settled the matter 
by running away from all institutions, and he ran 
away to the quietest place he could find, to the place 
where the hand of man makes no changes, and on the 
face of which man leaves no records. He ran away 
to sea. 


The story of O’Neill’s wander-jahre has often been 


told. ‘There was in him the lure of the places “be-_ 


yond the horizon,” controlled by a something hard 
and disciplined and ironic. I quote the words of 
K. A. Baughan in the Fortnightly Review for 1923: 


“He tried his hand at all kinds of occupations 3 4 
clerk in a New York office, a gold prospector in Hon- | 


duras (where he fell ill of fever), and an assistant | | 
manager of a theatrical company. The call of the. 
sea came to him from Conrad’s ‘The Nigger of the 
Narcissus’ and he shipped on board a Norwegian. 
barque bound for Buenos Aires. He remained in the | 
Argentina for eighteen months, made a voyage to. 
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South Africa and back, and finally returned to 
New York ona British tramp. Afterwards he 
shipped for several voyages as able seaman on the 
American Line. Work as a dock laborer and as an 
. actor and newspaper reporter finally culminated in 
an attack of tuberculosis. The attack gave him 
leisure for setting down his experiences in the form 
of dramas.” 

When we come to study this record we are struck 
both by what he had missed and by what he had 
gained. He had missed books and second-hand 
things. He had missed the confusions of criticism, 
the imperatives of definitions. He had missed the 
hurrying of little men back and forth with blueprints 
in their hands. He had missed the loud-voiced men 
(and women) who drag their little boxes to public 
places to harangue idle crowds. Instead of these he 
had gained something. I was going to say that he 
gained Reality, except that Reality is but another 
of those terms by which criticism begs the question 
of life. Reality is but an attribute; it is not a thing 
in itself. Who could imagine an artist going out 
after Reality any more than after bricks? What 
O’Neill went forth for and found was a knowledge of 
Pain and a vision of the magnitudes of the world. 
The days and nights on the open sea, among the 
beach combers, in the taverns of Buenos Aires and 
New York and London, the weary round of ribaldry 
of common men, had so brought home pain to him 
that its odor had become no longer a sensation but a 
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suffusion. And pain is the little brother of beauty. 
/No man who has not had sensitive nerves beaten 
( down by the weights of fatuous, only half-deceived 
‘vulgarity, could have the keen, almost tragic sense 

\of beauty that O’Neill has, could present the 1 impres- 

/ sion of spirit, stunted and gnarled but aspiring, as 
he does. 

When he came to playwriting he had eight years 
of world-wandering behind him. He had literally 
gone to school to the world. World-wandering 
means not alone meeting up with strange and hard 
characters. It means meeting up with yourself. It 
means loneliness, the opportunity to test one’s soul. 
O’Neill had gone through all that, and then as if to 
counterbalance the more lusty reaches of his experi- 
ence he had spent six months hand in hand with sick- 
ness and face to face with death. More than any 
other American playwright, O’Neill has been ab- 
sorbed into the reality of life, not in the form of 
problems but in the form of moral and personal 
stresses. ‘To him the sea always took first place. 
Behind the sea loomed up other realities no less ma- 
jestic, no less inspiring. He started to write plays 
with no vague imitative itch to do something in the 
theater. Much writing of plays is like much art of 
other types. It is undertaken as a compensation for 
the life that has passed the artist by. The impulse 
is nostalgia. It is not so that great works of art are 
created. Great works of imagination come from an 
overflowing of life. The creative vitality is so strong 
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that what we call reality is pallid. Only the vision 
of the artist is real, a reality so intense, distilled, 
that it turns into a super-reality. Here we have all 
the difference between being stage-struck and world- 
struck. O’Neill was world-struck. 


II 


Eugene O’Neill was born October 16, 1888, in 
New York City. At the time these lines are written 
he is in his thirty-seventh year. His productive 
period has all been comprised in the last ten years. 
In this period he has written about fifty plays. Of 
these about one half are short plays, the others are 
full length plays. Of the plays written, say thirty- 
five have had some kind of production. Of those 

—~produced, twenty have had some kind of success. 
The movement and t tempo of his career have been — 
healthy and ascendant. Beginning deliberately, he 
has moved to. a crescendo of his powers. By all 
means his greatest. productiveness has been during 
the last five years. Following the production of 

—“Beyond the Horizon,” O’Neill has composed fifteen 
or sixteen works. Of these all but one or two have 
been produced. ,On the side of productiveness alone 
O’Neill has already set a new standard in our theater. 
And this energy of production has been accompanied 
by no lowering of imaginative force. We 

Few playwrights owe less to the conventions of 
the professional theater than does O’Neill. He has \ 
“always made it a point to run athwart conventions’ 
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—\, or to create new ones. As a consequence he has had 
to work things out for himself through experiment 
and failure. ( It was natural that O’Neill should start 
by writing one-act plays, because this was the only 
form his prentice hand could handle. He has to see 
-a theme clearly before he begins to write. His mind~ 
strives for simplicity. The one-act play as O’Neill 
began to write it is the simplest of all dramatic 
forms. It deals with a tabloid situation, a single 
“ phase or aspect of an action. There is no variation 
of space or time. As a rule the action is comprised 
within a period between the rising and the falling 
of the curtain. During six years of intense labor 
O’Neill did not succeed in breaking through the 
narrow limitations of the one-act form. 

In 1914 there was published in Boston, at the 
expense of the author himself, a volume of short 
plays entitled, “Thirst and Other Plays.” In addi- 
tion to the title play the volume contained “The 
Web,” “Warnings,” “Fog,” and “Recklessness.” It 
is not on record that any of these plays have been 
produced, nor do the plays give evidence of the 
artistic qualities that distinguish his later work. But 
of the characteristic slant of his mind there are evi- 
denees iii their misanthropy, their biting resentment 
against the cheats and shams of civilization, and 

~ their dependence upon the sea_as a background of 
the human tragedy. The plays in this volume de- 
mand no further review than is necessary to reveal 
the early development of the author’s mind. The 
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title play of the volume, “Thirst,” is a tragic epi- 
sode enacted on a raft of a steamer floating be- 
calmed on the ocean after a wreck. On the raft 
are two men and a woman. One of the men is a 
West Indian mulatto; the woman is a dancer. The 
third is a product of “higher” culture. The grow- 
ing terror of death by thirst is suggested in a 
Maeterlinckian dialogue which is, however, not so 
dramatic as it is narrative in form. In her des- 
peration the dancer offers herself to the negro sailor 
in return for a swallow from his flask. In the strain 
of madness with which the play ends and in the char- 
acter of the negro we have the first signs of charac- 
teristic O’Neill features. “The Web” represents the. 
tragic skein in which the life of a consumptive prosti- 
tute is tied. ‘The action of the play reveals the 
various passions and loyalties of her character, her 
love for her man, her passion for her child, her rela- 
tion toward the other man. “Warnings” in two 
scenes tells of a wireless operator who has become 
deaf. On account of the needs of his family he con- 
ceals his affliction and keeps his job. A wreck results 
and he kills himself. In “Fog” appears a mystical 
note. The scene is a lifeboat in a fog. Unseen a 
poet and a business man discuss life and human prob- 
lems. They approach an iceberg and are saved from 
death by the warning cry of a child which is later 
found to be dead. ‘‘Recklessness” deals with a story 
of reckless love between a chauffeur and Be mistress 
and ends in a suicide. 
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O'Neill. And yet this volume justifies itself if for 
\.\ nothing else than that it shows in crude form the 
characteristic_substance of O’Neill’s mterest and 
rovides a measure by which the rigid discipline of 
his later work can be valued.\.The world we have 
here is a simple world and it is viewed in-a-sardonic _ 
_.. way. Already the world is divided into two classes, 
\y ‘\ those who-are contemptible, and those who belong. — 
\The contemptible are, as a rule, those with the well- 
tal clothes of ¢ i on them; they are 
variously weaklings, welchers, birds of prey. Those 
“who belong are as variously recruited. They may be 
prostitutes, West Indian negroes. Here we have in 
crude form the characteristic O’Neill predilections, 
the backgrounds of the immensities of nature and of 

~ human experience; we have the collapse of poorly 

“tempered minds under heavy pressure into madness; 
we have the first sketches of the incisive studies into 
the psychology of races; we have sensitiveness slink- 

\ ing and hiding behind brutality. O’Neill’s art had ~ 
not developed in his first book. But the work was 
his own. 

/ Between the publication of “Thirst” in 1914, and 
the publication \three years later,of “The Moon of 
the Caribbees and Other Plays,” a significant de- 
velopment had taken place in O’Neill’s art. Cer- 
tainly in the plays comprised in the latter volume 
O’Neill’s art had come of age. Something is due, no 
doubt, to the fact that these latter plays had had the 
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advantage of production. But production will not 
explain the change that had taken place in the 
author’s technical management and his outlook on 
the world. I have no hesitation in saying that the) _ 
appearance of “The Moon of the Caribbees” and its \ iH 
companion plays is the most important event in the } 
recent history of our theater. It introduced.to the 
__stage a new genius and sounded a note of new 
promise. O’Neill himself has done nothing better 
than the title play of this volume. He has done 
other more ambitious things on a larger canvas. He! 
has done nothing that is more nearly perfect in its |) 
class. This play takes rank with Synge’s “Riders / 
to the Sea” as a study in mood, a nocturne off 
glamour and irony. 
_7 All the plays of this group are placed on the sea 
or near the sea. - At least four of them are placed in 
the same boat—the S. S. Glencairn. In the fore- 
castle or on the deck of this steamer there gathers a 
motley group;.the tag-ends of humanity /swept up 
from the seven seas and the seven sea-faring nations. 
There is a Yankee, a Cockney, a high-class English- 
‘man, a Scotchman, a German, an Irishman, and a 
Swede. Frequently negroes come into the action. 
The author shows these men to be derelicts each in 
his own way from civilization and with an irony as 
sure as it is biting shows their follies, their frailties) 


and their sins to be the heritages of the civilization ~ “~ 


_they have left behind. | In “The Moon of the Carib- — 
bees” he shows them as their boat floats under the 
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, disintegrating spell of the southern moon. The 
/ play tells no story. It is a symphony of mood. The 
past histories, the pitifully broken characters of the 
| sailors weave themselves through dialogue and action 
into a\fabric of sensation) in which the moonlight is 
an overtone. The action begins slowly enough on a 
note of mingled melancholy, resentments_and_yearn- 
ings. The sea is the refuge from the land and the 
~Tand alternately is the haven of the seafarers. As 
the ship approaches the harbor of the island in the 
‘ Caribbees the stored-up passions quieted by days 
\_\on the sea begin to be released. The passions of 
common men everywhere are objectified in drink and 
in woman. O’Neill intensifies the latter passion by 
introducing into it race lures and repulsions. A 
negro had been the dominant character in “Thirst,” 
his first play to be published. In “The Moon of the 
jCaribbees” he definitely adopts the psychology of 
(the black into his theater. ‘Now for the first time as 
always afterward in his work he shows up the black » 
* as the victim of the follies and crimes and debased 
~lusts of the dominant white race. O’Neill has the 
gift of pity in generous measure, but always bound 
about with irony. This pity is never so strong as 
when he shows the black child of nature struggling 
‘toward the light of the white man’s gods and | 
\ caught in the storm of the white man’s return to 
\ barbarism. 
When the men come to port they must have rum. 
Rum and women are smuggled on*board by a black 
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woman while the officers are conveniently on shore in 
pursuit of their own pleasure. The men need but 
maintain a decent semblance of order and no harm 
will be done. But they cannot. Brawls ensue. 
Knives are drawn. The officers return and the 
women are bundled off to shore, sans rum, sans their 
store of provisions and sans money. The innocent er 
native is the only loser. ¥ 
Throughout the entire action of this play the 
strains of character are maintained in their in- 
-tegrity. And as if to supply the spiritual motive; 
Smitty, the sensitive young Englishman, sits apart) 
and broods and the Donkeyman philosophizes. The 
action is projected to us through the medium of 
the refined perceptions of these two men. While 
the men about them are degrading the thought of 
womanhood, they have. other pictures in their minds. 
“Gentlemen don’t hit women,” says Smitty, and the 
Donkeyman answers placidly, “No; that’s why they 
has memories when they hears music.” Smitty too 
gets drunk, but he gets drunk in order to shut out 
the present and live in the past. The others get 
drunk in order to intensify the present orgy. The 
play, is not compounded alone of character and 
action. The whole mood of the summer sea, the per- 
vasive opitim:-of the southern moon, the intoxication 
of sounds and smells and rhythms are themselves 
factors of the play. A negro chant over the waters, — 
the songs, the clashes of instruments on shore, the 
punctuating bell, mingle in “the saddened voice of 
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‘the brooding music faint and far off, like the mood 
\of the moonlight made audible.” 
~ In “Bound East for Cardiff” we meet again many 
of the same characters now on the sea lines between 
New York and England. Before, the action had been 
seen through the perceptions of refined or thoughtful 
spirits; now the bent, brutalized lives of those who 
go to sea are shown against a greater reality even 
than that of the sea, the reality of death. The 
smutty jokes of the forecastle, the stories of the loves 
of nigger wenches in out-of-the-way ports, the name- 
less exploits of the sailors’ night on land take on 
themselves an aspect grotesque and unreal beside the 
fact that death is contending with a man behind the 
curtains in a lower bunk. It is not a heroic death 
that Yank is to die. He has missed the ladder and 
fallen through. A sick man is out of luck and out 
of place. That is all there is to it. And sympathy 
would be as much out of place. The sick man ex- 
pects no sympathy. He must get well of himself or 
he must die. The author makes no effort to stimu- 
late the action or to intensify the moods. The real 
subject is not the dying man any more than the sub- 
ject is the sea that is tossing in the murk outside. 
The subject is men—seen under conditions which 
magnify all their traits as if by a pantograph. The 
sailors are grumbling, grumbling. It is the kind of 
night that brings stories of shipwrecks. The dying 
man expresses the general opinion when he says, 
“This sailor life aint much to cry about leavin’— 
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just one ship after another, hard work, small pay, 
and bum grub; and when we get into port, just a 
drink endin’ up in a fight, and all your money gone, 
and the ship away again. Never meetin’ no nice 
people; never gettin’ out of sailor town, hardly, in 
any port; travelin’ all over the world and never seein’ 
none of it.” His mind turns away from the sea to a 
farm “ ’way in the middle of the land where you’d 
never smell the sea or see a ship.” 

The sailor is by nature a man who “yearns beyond 
the sky-line where the strange roads go down.” 'The 
sea is his means of escape; but even before he reaches 
the sea escape is in his blood. Escape is the key to 
his character and to his sins. And so he dreams no 
less while on the sea than while on the land. On the 
sea he dreams of far harbors, and the strange chances 
that will bring fortune into his lap; he dreams of 
booze and of women. Nothing is more clear than 
that in these characters that dream “beyond the 
horizon” we have the key to the greatest strength 
and the greatest weakness of human nature, its most 
sublime victories, its most degraded defeats. Suc- 
cess and failure are not as opposite as the poles. 
They are separated by but a hair’s breadth. O’Neill 
is interested in the sea as revealing these qualities of 
character. But before he is interested in the sea he 
is interested in the aspiring and blundering man. 

O’Neill’s next play, “The Long Voyage Home,” is 
more sardonic than the other plays, in that while 
showing the sailor’s yearnings in all their weakness 
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and strength, he shows how the harpies of the land 
fatten upon the weaknesses of the sea man. The 
scene is a London waterfront where a group of 
sailors have just landed. Olson has saved his pile 
in order to buy a farm back in Sweden. He has 
determined to be good, to take only ginger ale. But 
the land is lying in wait for him. What drink can- 
not do is done by the seduction of women. Only less 
revealing than the study of Olson himself, the simple- 
minded man seduced by the soft friendship of women, 
is the study of the girl who is used as the tool of his 
downfall. So closely identified are the wiles of sex 
with the characters of these women that it is difficult 
to bring a hard judgment against them. For after 
Olson is doped and robbed and shanghaied onto a 
crazy tub that may sink in the next storm, the girl 
too loses her reward at the hand of the hard villain 
whose master mind constructs the plot. Olson is the 
victim of an inner aspiration losing itself in the muck 
of his own degraded appetite and the sins of the 
world. Is Freda any the less the victim of the power 
of that womanhood which she has not yet learned to 
redeem, which is used for base purposes by others? 
Few plays of first rank dealing with war appeared 
during the great conflict. The value of “In the 
Zone” arises from the fact that this play subjects 
war emotion to a test of absolute values. In this 
play we have carried to the ultimate the conception 
that a steamer at sea is a microcosm. The situation 
is well arranged. The Glencairn is approaching the 
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danger zone of submarine warfare. In the fore- 
castle the men are lashing themselves to a frenzy of 
fear and suspicion against one of their number whom 
they accuse of plotting to sink the ship. Smith has 
been hiding a black box under his mattress; against 
orders he has left his port hole open. Pretending 
to sleep he has prowled around looking at the con- 
tents. of his box. It takes but a bit of fancy to con- 
vince the men that he has been signaling a subma- 
rine. So after a desperate fight they get the box 
and find only letters in it. When they read the let- 
ters they learn that what he has been hiding is a 
letter revealing the tragedy of a drunken man who 
has lost the woman he loved. 

The first four plays in this volume are among the 
best short plays written in English in our time. 
Within short compass they achieve emotional effects 
of great intensity. The emotion arises from no 
single dominating source in character or circum- 
stance but from a blending of factors. The author 
intrudes neither his conceptions nor his artistic 
method. As much cannot be said of the following 
three plays. In these the author indulges a per- 
sonal predilection toward the stark, the melodramatic 
or the bizarre, which we must presume is always 
present in his consciousness but is as a rule kept 
under rigid control. Heretofore the action devel- 
oped out of a complex circumstance. In the next 
three plays it develops out of the intense character- 
istics of the protagonist. 
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“Tle” is one of the strongest and yet one of the 
least satisfying of O’Neill’s plays. The play deals 
with conditions on a steam whaling ship two years 
out in search of oil under the command of a dogged 
sea captain who brooks no opposition in his determi- 
nation to find oil on this voyage. To do so he puts 
down a mutiny among the men, and drives his wife, 
whom, against all precedent, he had brought on the 
voyage, into madness. Naturally this play could not 
exist except in the character of the captain. Keeney 
is a strong man with one idea; Mrs. Keeney is a 
woman broken by that idea. In a few tense moments 
of decision the author gives the effect of two years’ 
quiet struggle of wills. Keeney withstands the at- 
tack of force; he withstands his wife’s plea. When 
he learns that the ice is breaking up to the north- 
ward he orders the men to push full steam ahead. 
At the moment the whales begin to blow his wife’s 
reason gives way. 

Again, in “Where the Cross is Made,” we have a 
study of a character with an obsession. The obses- 
sion is now gold. The sea-faring man has come 
home. But he is still in his “cabin” erected on a 
lookout post on a high point of the California coast. 
The structure of this play varies from that of former 
plays in that while those were developments of a 
single situation which was complete in itself, this de- 
pends upon an anterior situation which must be 
developed by narration. Old Captain Bartlett’s eyes 
are busy on the sea. He has the reputation of being 
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mad. Years before his ship had been wrecked on an 
island in the Pacific. There treasure had been found, 
murder had been committed, some of the crew had 
succumbed. Finally the Captain had escaped. Now 
he has sent a schooner to bring back the treasure 
from the point on the chart “where the cross is 
made.” 'To the thought of this treasure he has given 
his life. The ship is mortgaged; his wife is dead; his 
son has the same obsession of gold that the Captain 
has. And then it is shown that the treasure is all 
paste and false. 

In this play we have the first effort of the author 
to express a general idea in terms of drama. In fact 
this play provides the nucleus of the author’s first 
long play entitled “Gold,” which was made by pre- 
- fixing two acts dealing with the antecedent action. 
The play displays as well that sardonic irony, that 
distrust of all the pretensions of man that are char- 
acteristic of the author’s temper. 

Irony appears in the next play combined with 
another element that is rarer in O’Neill’s work. 
O’Neill has been accused of being a misanthropist, 
a pessimist, an ironist, and an expressionist. He has 
never yet been accused of being a humorist. And 
yet I suspect that this strain runs also in him, 
concealed only by that grotesquerie and irony that 
make him flee from the flippancies of wit as well as 
from the softness of sympathy. The satirical twist 
in “Where the Cross is Made” has elements of humor 
in it. In the. next play this humor is made more 
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explicit but more cruel. “The Rope” is one of the 
most interesting of O’Neill’s short plays in that it 
shows the trend of his mind away from the sea into 
the more isolated regions of psychic oppressions and 
confusions. O’Neill had all along been interested in 
the minds of men as they were crowded and stunted 
by natural forces. “The Rope” is a study of senile 
dementia and idiocy, as ugly a piece of work on sex 
repression as our language has seen. It forecasts 
“Diff’rent” and “Desire Under the Elms” in uncov- 
ering the noisome back-currents of provincial life. 
Strangely enough it incorporates into the action a 
jest of a cruel and insane imaginativeness. From 
the degraded milieu only one character has escaped, 
and he only by fleeing to a life of crime. The grand- 
father has promised the departed youth only a rope 
to hang himself. The prodigal returns to torture 
the old man for his gold and at that moment by an 
accident the rope is pulled disclosing the sack of gold 
at the end. It would be hard to find a meaner play 
than this. It is the very triumph of perverse fancy. 
Those who pursue the horizon and stumble over a 
dunghill are saints beside these provincials who 
remain in their cranny and rot. 


III 


O’Neill’s art has never gone beyond the stand- 
ards set in “The Moon of the Caribbees,” “Bound 
Kast for Cardiff,” and “The Long Voyage Home.” 
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It has been widened to cover a broader scope of sub- 
ject matter; in some respects his interests have been 
particularized, but the sane balance, the absorption 
and blending of all factors in the theme, the rigor- 
ous, even militant, independence of artistry that 
mark the later O’Neill are found in this first volume 


the world. 

Much soft twaddle has been written about the sea. 
One hesitates to broach the subject lest he, too, be 
led to sentimentalize about the least sentimental of 
subjects. And yet one cannot write of O’Neill with- 
out swallowing the sea in a mouthful. Like Conrad, 
who was his first master, O’Neill was neither a sea 
man nor the son of a sea man. The sea was em- 
ployed by neither Conrad nor O’Neill as the element 
to which he had been born. Such writers there have 
been, but they do not represent the modern uses of 


? 


of plays. There is found also the same hatred of” 


the sea in literature. To the modern writer the sea \ 


offers a simple and specific set of measures by which 
manmay be tested, of tools by which he may be pre- 


sented. On land we cannot see humanity for the 4 


people. On the sea we gain perspective and poise | 


and background. The sea is, then, the most tangible, 
the most accessible of the immensities. It is a symbol 
of all the other immensities within the heart of man 


and beyond his reach. Essentially the sea is no more 


an immensity than the land or the air or the light 
of the sun. But it is more apprehensible. The sea 
is the living mother of myths. The explorer crosses 
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the continent once and for all. Every ship that sets 
sail on the ocean is an adventure into the unknown. 
There has, therefore, been built up about the sea a 
tradition that gives it a super-personality. 

Naturally the sea offers a specific to those who 
view life fundamentally. It offers as well a bundle 
of tricks to those who view it superficially. Perhaps 
the best test of a writer’s use of the sea is to ask 
whether beyond the sea he discerns other and vaster 
immensities. Besides Conrad, the imaginative writer 
among the moderns who has delved most deeply into 
the immensities is Hardy. As it happens, Hardy is 
not drawn to the sea so much as to the vastness of 
stellar space. In a memorable passage in the preface 
to “Two on a Tower,” he shows how the physical im- 
mensities of the world are dwarfed beside the inbred 
moral codes, the bonds of love and duty, the furies 
of appetite and of sex passion of the human heart. 
Of this novel he writes that it “was the outcome of a 
wish to set the emotional history of two infinitesimal 
lives against the stupendous background of the stel- 
lar universe, and to impart to readers the sentiment 
that of these contrasting magnitudes the smaller 
might be the greater to them as men.” 'To this test 
of the employment of the physical immensities in art 
O’Neill responds satisfactorily. He first discovered 
magnitudes when he discovered the sea. As his art 
‘develops he does not so much leave the sea as incor- 
porate it in the greater magnitudes of men’s minds. 
Here, then, we have a key to O’Neill’s treatment of. 
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character. It is admitted that O’Neill possesses 
unusual skill in sketching the elementary differentia- 
tions of character. He easily passed over most of the 
technical difficulties involved in characterization. 
But character to him is not a matter of dress, of 
deportment, of dialect, even of personal history. 
To be significant character must have deep roots>—- 
“Tt must not reflect a theatrical conception; it must,’ 
reveal an ingrained inclination toward life. Here 
we find explained the large place that race divisions 
take in O’Neill’s plays. Few modern writers show\ >, 
such a wide catalogue of races as does O’Neill. The \ ~ 
differences between the Cockney and the high-born, >» 
Englishman of “The Moon of the Caribbees” are” 
memorable. And in particular O’Neill has a leaning 
__toward those elementary qualities of character that 
are revealed in races that lie below the line of high 


‘civilization. : 

~ Allied with this characteristic is his tendency toX/ 
eee ee eines dominant mote tha: 
someti rises to obsession. In the O’Neill theater | 
character is He the serings of a violin, which do not 
give forth music until they are placed under strain. 
And not infrequently the pressure is made so great 
that the cord breaks in madness or in suicide. I have 

no doubt that this quality in the O’Neill play rises 
from his conception of the theater as a place for the 
display of the abnormal, the unusual. I am sure 
that it arises from his conception of life. It is only\; 
when we are under strain that we are truly ourselves, ~~ 
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When the string hangs loose custom and habit rule. 
When the string is tightened character is shredded 
into atavistic strains ; forgotten memories sing in the 
sound. By showing character always under _pres- 


Aure O’Neill introduces another dimension into char- 


acter portrayal. We see not alone what the character 
is; we see suggested the various steps by which the 


\ character has come to be. 


By some “Beyond the Horizon” is held to deal 
with the degeneration of a New England farm. 
Accepting this as the theme of the play, one critic 
objects that the deterioration is shown to have taken 
place within too short a period of time. I cannot 
believe that degeneration represents the author’s 
chief interest in writing the play. For one thing, 
the idea that a community degenerates is false. 
Communities change front; they change uses. But 
the community does not deteriorate; men deteriorate. 
O’Neill had a deeper theme to treat in this play than 
that of the downfall of a neighborhood. 

In this play the young playwright for the first 
time turns on the world a full-sized lens of creative 
imagination. The man behind the lens is the same. 
The attitude of this man toward the world has been 
fixed. He loves the great natural beauties of the 
world; of the ways of men he is cynical when not 
contemptuous. O’Neill’s plays teem with men and 
women who despise the world so much that they 


fall an easy victim to it, men and women who fall in 


the mire while pursuing a star. But he is careful to 


The Playwright Unbound: Eugene O'Neill 81 


show that the pursuit is necessary to us if we are to 
live. The fall, too, is a necessary consequence of the 
pursuit. Not the striving but the very fall itself is 
a sign of the vitality that is within us. To the extent 
that you aspire, reality will get you. Yet there is 
nothing else to do but aspire. 
And so in “Beyond the Horizon” O’Neill has a 
larger stage than a farm set amid imprisoning hills. 


The theme is the human soul with yearnings beyond™ 
its power, with reach beyond its grasp. If I read a 
O’Neill correctly he means that we all dream beyond | 


our power, and that often the bad men, the failures, | 


are those who have dreamed most bravely, most / 


richly, and most passionately. How often the good 
and great are merely those who have refused to 
dream, who have played safe with their souls. With 
hero worship of such as these O’Neill will have no 
part. Nor will he have any part in throwing roses 
on the pathways of the dreamers. For it is these who 
fall confused among choices, blinded by visions. In 
reading this play let us get out of our minds that it 
makes any difference whether the dreamer goes or 
comes, whether he pursues the rainbow across the 
world or hugs his vision to his breast in his own vil- 
lage. In neither case will he find what he seeks. 


There has grown up what may be called a “‘frus-\’ 


tration” school of literature, which identifies man’s 
failures with great external forces, the wrath or in- 
difference of the gods, the pressures of circumstance, 
the injustices of social organization. O’Neill does 


xX 
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ot belong to this school. He lays on man the bur- 


7 dens and responsibilities and joys that belong to him. 


Of these the chief responsibility is to live with all 
_the life there is in one, to live extensively, even 


Pe ough so living means that you fail. Any one who 


wishes to find in this story an argument for the dis- 
ciplined life, for the steady hand controlled by policy, 
may do so and take his joy in the lesson. I cannot 
read any such message in the play. 

“Beyond the Horizon” is the story of Robert 
Mayo, his brother Andrew, and Ruth who becomes 
his wife. Robert and Andrew live on a New England 
farm that overlooks the sea. From childhood Robert 
has been set off from the others by a something finer, 
more wistful in his nature. Their own objectives are 
at home in the immediate task. Robert’s mind is far 
off in a world of distant achievement. He has never 
been well, he has never done his share of the tasks 
of the farm, he has not even been successful at school. 
He lives always in dreams, in visions, distant and 
alluring, of lands beyond the sea, and the great 
deeds he will sometime perform. 

So far it appears that this is merely a study of a 
weak character, self-deceived. It is this, but it is 
more. ‘The play opens on a country highway on a 
spring evening. Here we see Robert and Andrew 
in conversation. Apparently Andrew is in every 
way the opposite of Robert, but is he? Let us see. 
Robert is a fantasist or illusionist. Andrew is a 
realist. He takes what is near at hand, does his job. 
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Speaking to Robert about his plans to leave the 
farm and go to sea he says, “You might as well stay 
right here, because we’ve got all you’re looking for 
right on this farm. There’s wide space enough, 
Lord knows; and you can have all the sea you want 
by walking a mile down to the beach; and there’s 
plenty of horizon to look at, and beauty enough for 
any one except in the winter.” 

Of the two it would seem that Andrew would be 
the one to succeed, Robert the one to fail. The 
author’s conception is not so simple as this. Both 
boys fail. Andrew loves Ruth and is going to marry 
her. When he comes to say good-by to Ruth, Robert 
discovers that there are other horizons no less appeal- 
ing than the skyline. In a scene of real intensity 
and beauty Robert confesses his love to Ruth; she 
surprises him by confessing her love for him. Rob- 
ert’s illusions are breeding illusions; his lawlessness 
is sowing lawlessness. It is decided that Robert shall 
stay at home, marry Ruth and manage the farm, 
while Andrew goes to sea with his uncle. 

After Robert’s marriage to Ruth the horizon con- 
tracts and hems him in. The last three acts present 
a pitiful picture of sordid decay. We are not to sup- 
pose that if Robert had gone with his uncle he would 
have found the far regions to his liking. Certainly 
he soon finds that the farm is not to his fancy, even 
with Ruth. He is unfit for farming or any other 
work. The illusions of love are soon embittered by 
duty. In this situation the interest centers in Ruth. 
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She, too, is a dreamer, but she has but one dream, the 
dream of love. And so we now find her thoughts 
turning “beyond the horizon” to the discarded 
brother whose image takes alluring shape in her 
mind. The author wastes no time in showing the 
results of the characters of these two dreamers upon 
the environments of their lives. ‘The farm runs 
down, Robert’s illness increases. Their child is a 
weakling. The credit of the family in the neighbor- 
hood is reduced to the vanishing point. No detail is 
spared in showing the external signs of an internal 
shiftlessness. Robert potters around, half-heartedly 
doing things in the wrong way, continually late, con- 
tinually the sport of nature which delights to attack 
a weak man in his weak spot. Both Robert and Ruth 
turn to books for a narcotic from the pitiful disillu- 
sion of their lives, the failing crops, the increasing 
debts, the sickly child, the sneering neighbors, their 
own sordid decline. And through it all Ruth cher- 
ishes the letters from Andrew and looks forward, 
hoping and fearing, to the day when he will return. 
In an impassioned scene she throws up his failure to 
Robert and confesses her love for Andrew. 

What now of Andrew? Upon his return we get 
a picture of what life beyond the horizon is like. 
Life there is a matter of work, of problems faced, of 
decisions made, and of discontented dreams as well. 
In other words, it is just like life at home. 'The 
dangers there are the same as the dangers here. And 
Andrew has succumbed to these dangers. He has 
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become ruthless and cunning and crooked. In the 
dull drab of the end of the play there enters no ray 
of light. Five years have passed. The processes of 
deterioration of all three are complete. Father and 
Mother and little Mary have died. Robert is broken 
with disease. Ruth is broken by the denial of her 
last illusion of love. In production the play ends 
with Robert’s death and a cruel bickering scene 
between Andrew and Ruth in which he denounces her 
for not lying to the dying man. \ 

Certainly no such scathing an assault upon false 
ideals has been seen on our stage in many a day. 
But the play does not therefore give sympathy to 
the man without vision. Tragedy belongs to the 
man of vision who aspires. But the great mass with- 
out vision, without aspiration, deserve only scorn 
and irony. Technically the play has some remark- 
able qualities not the least of which is the impression 
it gives of the passage of time, the slow attrition of 
years. This play is the artist’s heartless analysis 
of the ills to which, more than any other class, the 
artist himself is heir. The play was produced at 
the Morosco theater, Feb. 2, 1920, at special mati- 
nées, Richard Bennett playing the part of Robert 
Mayo. It was successful in New York but unsuc- 
cessful in Chicago and on tour. 


IV 


The awarding of the Pulitzer Prize to “Beyond 
the Horizon” in June, 1920, sealed in popular esti- 


86 Playwrights of the New American Theater 


mation the judgment of the few enthusiasts who had 
felt since 1916 that a new force had arrived in the 
American theater. Not only had the young play- 
wright made himself a master of the stage; others 
had done this to an equal or even a superior degree. 
His unique achievement had been that he had through 
the medium of a play made a real contribution to the 
knowledge of life. We have had beautiful plays, 
/ imaginative plays, entertaining plays, plays display- 
_ ing wit, wisdom, and resource, but(how rare in Amer- 
ican drama have been those plays which have been 
5 i of deep-lying materials of human char- 
‘acter. George Jean Nathan has said, “The essential 


~~. difference between O’Neill and the majority of his 


| contemporaries i in the field of American drama lies 
'in the circumstance that where the latter think of 
life (where they think of it at all) in terms of drama, 


mina O’Neill thinks of drama in terms of life.” 


In 1916 Frank Shay published for O’Neill a short 
play entitled “Before Breakfast.” This play is 
pretty bad, and yet, bad as it is, it is significant as 
showing the direction in which the playwright’s 
thoughts were turning. Only one character appears, 
that of Mrs. Rowland, a slovenly, formless woman of 
spiteful nature in her early twenties. Her husband, 
Alfred, is understood to be in an adjoining room and 
is not seen. ‘The story transpires through the speech 
and action of the woman, who is characterized by 
stealth, malignity and cunning. From her words 
we learn that the two are down to their last nickel, 
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that he has pawned everything, that she is going out 
to sew while he spends his time with artists. Through 
her taunts we see him a sensitive, over-wrought soul 
unequal to the pressure upon him, slipping deeper 
and deeper into insecurity. Once we see a nervous 
hand with long, sensitive fingers reaching through 
the curtain for a bowl of water. At the end of her 
cruel harangue a noise is heard off stage. He has 
killed himself and the dripping of the blood is heard 
on the floor. 

This play must be read as a first rude sketch of 
“Beyond the Horizon” and of many of O’Neill’s later 
plays in which sensibility is shown to be synonymous 


with tragedy and defeat. All the sins of life, accord, 
ing to O’Neill, grow out of civilization, rightly or * 


wrongly so called. Be callous and brutal, live like 
the ox, and the world will take care of you. But woe 
be to you if you would live beyond the ox! Hell 


exists for you in this life in the flames lighted in your /~ 


flesh. 
~~ Some critics have said that O’Neill lost his interest 
in the sea. I think it more just to say that his in- 
terest was never limited by the sea. It was as if he 
said to himself, “There is an intensity in the human 
soul beside which the storms of the sea are as nothing: 
Nature has neither heights nor depths save as these 
are ascribed to her by man. Only man can intensify 
experience, make it significant. This, then, is the 
_mark of the man, that he live deeply, that he feel y_ 
“profoundly. If he do not then’ hei is not-a-man-~ Te 


/ 
f 
/ 
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is an indivisible part of dead matter.” As O’Neill 
saw his task before him as artist and man, I imagine 
it appeared to be to delve always more deeply into 
the roots of human experience, to push ever farther 
and more venturesomely his pursuit of the knowledge 
of man. 

Given O’Neill’s nature and interests eee 
have lived through the second decade of the twentiet 
_—_—_——oo . 
century without coming under the influence of 
psycho-analysis. His relation with this subject is 
typical of that of the better class of writers of our 
time. He appreciated the value of the new theory 
to the ee ee He was 
alive to the contributions it could make to the subject 
matter of plays. But the implications of the science 
itself were too profound, the zones of human experi- 
ence thus opened were too widespread to be readily 
incorporated in the substance or the technique of 
plays. Playwrights did indeed turn their attention 
to the subject. Not unnaturally the general run of 
plays finding their inspiration in psycho-analysis 
have been superficial and unsatisfactory. As far as 
- the playwright is concerned, psycho-analysis offers 
two uses. It offers a code of scientific method to be 
applied to all researches into hidden phenomena in 
human nature. And it brings into the view of the 
playwright various zones of experience, including 
dreams, memories, atavistic strains, repression areas, 
which are of technical use in his craft. It may be 
said at once that scientific method as applied to the 
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researches of the playwright is a delusion and a 
snare. No playwright has as yet succeeded in over- 
coming the initial handicap to his imagination en- 
tailed in the attempt to enforce upon it scientific 


method. 

O’Neill is no exception to the rule. His crenacee 
to apply scientific method to the underlying situa- 
tions of his plays have been unsatisfactory. He has 
written only a few plays under this influence, and 
as I do not consider them representative of his art 
at its best I am going to dispose of them out of their 
order. 

“Diff’rent” was produced at the Provincetown 
Theater, Dec. 27, 1920, and taken uptown to the 
Princess Theater in January, 1921. The action of 
the play takes place in a seaport village. In the 
element of suppressed desires, and in certain features 
of the background the play is reminiscent of the 
short play, “The Rope.” This play is a thoroughly 
drab and disillusioned study of the compensations 
demanded by nature for sins against nature. In the 
first of the two acts we see the Crosby home in 1890. 
Emma Crosby is a romantic dreamer like Robert 
Mayo in “Beyond the Horizon.” She places impos- 
sible burdens on reality. She has built up an ideal 
of Caleb, the man she is pledged to marry, as dif- 
ferent from other men, purer, cleaner, not subject 
to human appetites. Caleb, on the other hand, who 
has tested his dreams, is good-natured, practical, a 
human vessel that rides on even keel. These are the 
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two central characters of the play. The others are 
futile, self-deceiving, the caricatures of men and 
women who grow up amid fears and repressions. In 
the play O’Neill subjects the Victorian doct~ine of 
“appearances” to a searching analysis. If things 
are not good they must at any rate be made to seem 
so. For a true standard of conduct one looks 
beyond reality to something “‘diff’rent” from reality. 
Experience failing her, Emma Crosby finds her 
standards in an imagination fed by romance and 
religion. The man she loves must live not by the 
standards of reality but by standards “‘diff’rent” 
from reality. So when she finds that on his voyages 
he has departed from these standards she is adamant. 
She will not marry him. 

The only character of real interest in this play is 
Emma, the daughter of long repressions whose mind 
is locked in an obsession of self-torture. The true 
fabric of her mind is indicated in the vulgarity of 
her environment, the frank lasciviousness of her 
family, and her own insistent nagging to get at the 
truth regarding Caleb’s sin. The first act of the 
play is of great length. The author is so anxious 
to present all the data on Emma’s condition that the 
first act is like a clinic. 


| 


| 


As is to be expected the second act shows the price | 


at which Emma’s “difference” has been bought. 
Water seeks a level. The passion repressed for years 
finds an outlet in demands no less diverse from reality 
than those of Emma’s youth. Thirty years have 
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passed. Caleb is still true to Emma and is waiting 
for her. The change in the room reflects the change 
in the woman. Varnished hardwood floors, oak fur- 
niture, painted seascapes on the walls provide a fit 
setting for a woman rouged, dyed and frilled, “re- 
voltingly incongruous in a pitiable sham, a too ap- 
parent effort. to cheat the years by appearances.” 
Emma/’s affections have now gone out to the scape- 
grace son of Caleb’s sister. She makes herself the 
dupe of this vulgar fellow, spends money on him, and 
is contemptuously discarded. Shamed by the fall of 
the woman he has loved Caleb hangs himself and 
Emma follows him to death. 

_ The force of the play is beyond doubt; nor can its 
truth be questioned as far as Emma is concerned. 
All that can be questioned is the central conception 
of the author, who by main force bends all the factors 
of a play out of shape in order to center these around 
the fortunes of a vulgar woman. One can admit that 
a change would have taken place in the person of 
Emma without admitting that the whole group 
should for thirty years remain subordinated to her 
story. The author makes this a tragedy only by 
forcing social relations to hang upon individual 
qualities. 'To make the story of Emma’s repression 
of significance to a group, to make Caleb hang him- 
self for anything Emma did or failed to do is to force 
the stresses of the dramatic beyond their powers. 

It will be remembered that after he returned from 
his wanderings at sea O’Neill spent six months in a 
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sanitarium for tuberculosis patients. While there 
his mind had been at work. Often in his subsequent 
career he returns to the observations of the human 
spirit as it reveals itself in sickness. We shall note 
how he early repudiates the “banality of surfaces” in 
behalf of a deeper reality. His interest in sickness 
is but another aspect of his interest in madness, in 
obsessions, in repressions and in the struggles of 
alternating love and hate. O’Neill is by no means of 
the school that accepts the compensation theory of 
illness and sacrifice. And yet just as he holds that 
man is not man save as he lives intensely, albeit pain- 
fully, so also he holds that sickness isolates or points 
up the native qualities of character. It does not fol- 
low that because a person is physically ill he is 
therefore spiritually heroic and virtuous. Often 
physical illness itself is but the expression of a 
psychic lesion. Robert and his mother-in-law in 
“Beyond the Horizon” are both ill and both are 
scathingly presented. Illness intensifies and puri- 
fies the dominant strain. It does not change it. 
“The Straw” was produced at the Greenwich Vil- 
lage Theater Nov. 10, 1921. Though not successful 
in production it is one of the most admirable of 
O’Neill’s works. Interest in this play is divided be- 
tween two features. It is first of all a remarkably 
lifelike and sympathetic depiction of life in a sani- 
tarium for the consumptive. All the characters, pro- 
fessionals and patients, are closely observed. The 
selfishness and heartlessness of health toward sick- 
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ness, and of the sick toward each other, the flinchings, 
the irritations, the monotonies of institution life are 
faithfully presented. But the play is more than an 
etching of life. It is a study of the intense, un- 
selfish spiritual nature of one character, Eileen Car- 
mody, a character of such strong spiritual powers 
that her soul quickens her flesh. We are prepared 
for seeing Eileen sick by seeing her amidst the 
family to which she is little mother. Eileen’s mother 
had died of tuberculosis. When Eileen is taken down 
her father, sisters, lover, fight the idea that she should 
go to the hospital. She also is more interested in pro- 
tecting others than herself. But also she wants to 
get well. And when she goes to the infirmary she is 
determined to live up to its rules. But she ignores 
her own nature, that maternal strain in her that 
makes her find someone to mother even in the hos- 
pital. There she no longer has her family to mother 
but she has Murray. Murray is a young man who 
has never made much of himself, who needs but the 
inspiration of Eileen to discover hidden powers. And 
so she proceeds to give him her little bit of life. They 
draw together into what they call love; but love is 
in fact the joy of giving on her part, the joy of re- 
ceiving on his. When she helps him to sell a story, 
his eyes turn again toward the outer world and he 
forgets her. He rapidly improves in health while 
she declines. She is retarded by home troubles, dis- 
spirited by the heartless visits of her family who are 
forgetting her. A scene of pathos and beauty is her 
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meeting at night against all the rules of the hospital 
_with the now recovered Murray to bid him good-by. 

sxc) The last act shows her with the last bond to life 
broken. She has given her all to the living and the 
living have passed her by. Her father is no longer 
willing to pay the little sum necessary to keep her 
from the poor farm. When it seems that she must 
die one straw is thrown out to save her. It is a weak 
straw and the author himself does not know whether 
it is strong enough to serve. Through the instru- 
mentality of a nurse Murray is given to understand 
what he owes to Eileen. She had given him back his 
interest in life. He sees, too, that without her even 
his ambitions are nothing. Driven first by duty, 
then by a full recognition of the truth of his words, 
he tells her that he needs her. She is finally con- 
vinced that she is necessary to him. This is the 
straw that is to save her. Will the straw hold? A 
remarkable little tragedy without even passion to 
move it, without a flaw in its psychology. 

In two plays O’Neill has explored the zones in 
which the soul of a man meets the soul of a woman 
in friendship and in marriage. The first of these, 
“The First Man,” was produced at the Neighbor- 
hood Playhouse, March 4, 1922. Of all the plays 
O’Neill has written, “The First Man” shows evi- 
dence of the most toil in the composition. This toil 
was demanded not alone by the subject he had chosen 
to treat but by something imposed and arbitrary that 
he chose to add to the symbolism of the play. The 
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matter of greatest importance was the question 
whether a man and a woman could collaborate in 
their deeper mental interests at the same time that 

_ they were collaborating in love and parenthood. 

‘ONeill shows the woman striving to maintain sym- 
pathetic contact with her husband in all the latitudes 
of their characters. The man is apparently not so 
generous. He is willing to believe that his partner in 
the deepest interests of his brain can be at the same 
time his mistress. He cannot believe that she 
can be mother of his child. In other words pas- 
sion does not contend with friendship but maternity 
does. 

This theme is involved with another which the 
author holds to be connected with it. Assuming that 
the motives out of which he creates his play are the 
deepest and most elementary in life, the author as- 
sumes also an association between these and the race 
history of man. The hero who in his own family is 
seeking the secret of the most fundamental of asso- 
ciations, that between husband and wife, is at the 
same time an archeologist seeking the origins of 
human life on the globe. He is interested in finding 
the traces of the first man, and the desire that his 
wife shall join him in this pursuit makes him insist 
that they shall have no child. The result of this 
situation, her demand for a full marriage, that is a 
marriage with children, his demand for an incom- 
plete marriage, that is one in which she shall be free 
to follow his mental interests, makes up the play. In 
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the region of abstract thought the idea is a good one. 
It is not good theater. The situation is almost en- 
tirely one of the intellect that broods on life, rather 
than a composition of life’s factors. For this reason 
it is difficult to realize in play form and is brought to 
action only through much forcing of the wills of the 
characters, reiterations of the validity of past oaths, 
and other expedients of a hard pressed author. 
Forced by the desire to make drama of what is only 
thesis the author externalizes the situation between 
husband and wife and draws the entire emotional 
force of the play out of the relations between these 
and an intrusive family. Jayson desires his wife to 
go exploring with him; she desires a child. She can- 
not have a child and go exploring too, so she has the 
child. Jayson is angry, treats her unsympathetically 
and she dies in childbirth. There should be enough 
here for a life-sized play, but in order to intensify 
the action O’Neill calls in as misunderstanding a 
crowd of relatives as ever appeared in fiction, and he 
practically puts an accouchement on the stage. In 
this play O’Neill’s artistic discretion, usually fine, 
fails him entirely. 

“The First Man” fails because it falls between two 
stools. Its real plane of action lies in the tortured 
minds of a man and woman who, while bound to the 
world-old task of physical procreation, are aspiring 
to find a way toward a higher form of procreation. 
The uses of this theme for drama lie in the deep and 
ever deeper probing of the secret places of the soul. 
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O’Neill does not treat it in this way. He treats it as 
a drama of social groupings. A theme as intimate 
as that of “Rosmersholm” is developed in a treatment 
as diffuse as that of “The Thunderbolt.” 

Evidently the author took this lesson to heart for 
when next he came to treat subjects of this kind he 
limited the action of the play to the characters con- 
cerned. In “The First Man” Jayson and his wife 
had welded their lives together so closely that there 
was no room for a third, even their own child. In 
“Welded,” produced in 1924, the same theme is 
pushed one step further. The wife in “The First 
Man” was not in a position of equality with her hus- 
band. He needed her, but her needs could be filled 
only at the price of her death. The wife in “Welded” 
is in a better position. Strategically she is either 
equal or superior to her husband. She is a creative 
artist in her own right. Moreover, she has lived her 
own life before meeting her husband. In the former 
play the only thing that kept Jayson from devour- 
ing his wife alive was her power to get a child into 
which to draw herself as into a retreat against his 
assault. In “Welded,” on the other hand, there is 
no question of a child. Nor is there any hope of 
unity between these two unless one or the other sur- 
renders. This neither will do for each has in his art 
an armor and a weapon. And yet the sex passion 
between them draws them both continually. The 
problem is one for which there is no solution. Neither 
unified nor entirely separate the two must remain 
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forever “welded” in a bond that is a rapture and a 
torture. 

There are in the world two zones of creation. One 
is individual and lies within the domain of the arts 
as heretofore understood. For want of a better term 
we shall call the other “social” ; of this sex is the key. 
This, too, is an art, but it is an art of which the con- 
fines and definitions are not yet worked out. In the 
association between man and woman there is a womb 
of the spirit. In this the works which time will bring 
forth are conceived. Such works can come to birth 
only when man and woman stand co-equal, welded yet 
free. The man and woman in “Welded” are both 
free and yet not free. The important thing is that 
in relation with each other they are equal. Appro- 
priately enough it is among the artists that these 
experiments toward a better poising of the forces of 
the soul are made. Because they have most con- 
cerned themselves with the testing of the world’s 
values alone it is they who must suffer the pangs of 
the testing together. 

In form this play is as economical as the former 
was diffuse. Again the husband and the wife are the 
primary characters. The only other characters are 
the former lover of the wife and a street girl, com- 
panion for a night of the husband. No attempt is 
made here to outline the simple plot of this play. It 
is of importance only in motivating the theme. In 
these new economical structures there is one severe 
drawback. In order to uncover the action there is 
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required an articulateness on the part of the charac- 
ters, a completeness of self-revelation and open dis- 
covery that are inconsistent with the psychology of 
the situation. For it is precisely in these matters of 
sex contest that men and women are most inarticu- 
late. They are represented rather by their silences 
and refusals to speak than by their speech, rather by 
inversions of meaning. than by directness. This is 
the paradox of the theater, that an art that depends 
upon speech should in its higher reaches rapidly be 
tending beyond the confines of speech. In this play 
O’Neill makes few efforts to dramatize the unspoken. 
Instead he forces speech upon situations which would 
in all human probability be speechless or at best 
inarticulate. 


V 


In these plays there is displayed the influence of 
the only man who may fairly be said to have exer- 
cised a dominating influence on O’Neill’s art and 
outlook. Just when it was that O’Neill became aware 
of Strindberg I do not know. His early plays up to 
and including “Beyond the Horizon” show few 
marks of influence of any kind. In the Irish family 
of “The Straw” and in Mat Burke of “Anna Chris- 
tie” there is an almost disconcerting influence from 
the Irish dramatists. Happily O’Neill nowhere else 
displays such clear evidences of borrowed strains. 
The effect produced on O’Neill’s art by his associa- 
tion with Robert E. Jones and the disciples of the 
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new systems of staging cannot so much be called an 
influence as a widening of his resources of expression 
in the theater. But Strindberg had a marked effect 
on his technique and on the content and inclination 
of his mind. More than any other living playwright 
Eugene O’Neill has been content to permit his work 
to speak for him. He indulges in no press campaign 
on his own behalf, he issues no pronouncements and 
apologies. All the more significant is it then when 
he once breaks silence to pay tribute to the great 
Swede. He does this upon the opening of the Prov- 
incetown Playhouse with “The Spook Sonata” in 
1923. The composition is worthy of quotation 
in full as an interpretation of the work of Strind- 
berg and as an index of the aims and standards of 
O’Neill himself. 

“In creating a modern theater which we hope will 
liberate for significant expression a fresh elation and 
joy in experimental production it is the most apt 
symbol of our good intentions that we start with a 
\ play by August Strindberg: for Strindberg was the 
precursor of all modernity in our present theater, 
just as Ibsen, a lesser man, as he himself surmised, 
was the father of the modernity of twenty years or 
so ago, when it was believed that ‘A Doll’s House’ 
wasn’t—just that! 

“Strindberg still remains among the most modern 
of moderns, the greatest interpreter in the theater of 
the characteristic spiritual conflicts which constitute 
the drama—the blood of our lives today. He car- 
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ried naturalism to a logical attainment of such 
poignant intensity that, if the work of any other 
playwright is to be called ‘naturalism’ we must 
classify a play like “The Dance of Death’ as ‘super- 
naturalism’ and place it in a class by itself, exclu- 
sively Strindberg’s, since no one before or after him 
has had the genius to qualify. 

“Yet it is only by means of some form of ‘super- 
naturalism’ that we may express to the theater what 
we comprehend intuitively of that self-obsession 
which is the particular discount we moderns have to 
pay for the loan of life. The old ‘naturalism’—or 
‘realism,’ if you prefer (would to God some genius 
were gigantic enough to define clearly the separate- 
ness of these terms once and for all!)—no longer ap- 
plies. It represents our fathers’ daring aspirations 
toward self-recognition by holding the family kodak 
up to ill-nature. But to us their old audacity is 
blague; we have taken too many snapshots of each 
other in every graceless position. We have endured 
too much from the banality of surfaces. 

“Strindberg knew and suffered with our struggle 
before many of us were born. He expresses it by 
intensifying the method of his time and by fore- 
shadowing both in content and form the methods to 
come. All that is enduring in what we loosely call 
‘expressionism’—all that is artistically valid and 
sound theater—can be clearly traced back through 
Wedekind to Strindberg’s ‘The Dream Play,’ “There 
are Crimes and Crimes,’ ‘The Spook Sonata,’ etc. 
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“Hence ‘The Spook Sonata’ at our playhouse. 
One of the more difficult of Strindberg’s ‘behind-life’ 
(if I may coin the term) plays to interpret with in- 
sight and distinction—but the difficult is properly 
our special task, or we have no good reason for ex- 
isting. Truth in the theater as in life, is eternally 
difficult, just as the easy is the everlasting lie.” 

There were in Strindberg two strains. One was 
intense and introspective. It made out of his own 
agony a catalogue of life’s values. The other was 
venturesome ; it wandered far afield. It incorporated 
in his art new worlds which, because they were so 
far removed from the cold world of conventionalized 
surfaces, appeared to be fantastic and bizarre. But 
this world was not fantastic. Were we but able to 
follow our own minds and motives through their 
various planes we would know that Strindberg never 
ceased his search for an understanding of the com- 
monplace world in which we live. 

After Strindberg in the treatment of this dis- 
jointed cosmos of many planes came Wedekind. 

Sy Naturally this new conception of reality demanded a> a 
\_new technique of expression. It was impossible any ~ 
longer orce a story into the Procrustean bed of 

the “well made” play. Cold intellectualism no longer 
served at all. Speech had come to be a means of con- 
cealing rather\than revealing thought. Neither 
motive nor action nor speech was simple. 5 It was 

no longer possible to set down a set of circumstances, 
assume that these represented the total, and reason 
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from these. Even the illusion of free will was lost in . 


the theater. (Behind every aetion, every motive, every 
impulse, there were trains of action, motive and-int 
pulse reaching back to the beginnings of time. In 
such a world as this there was no place for propa- 
ganda. The conception of “society the villain” 
disappeared into the limbo to which the personal 
villains, devils and gods had long ago been consigned. 
Above all, nothing was so futile as reason. Neither 
the nicely shaped doctrines of the art philosopher nor 
the ratiocinations of the raisonneur were worth more 
than the wind by which they were blown away. “Life 
was sensation, infinitely diversified, infinitely intensi- 
fied. Life was a sentient, eternally aware vital ex- 
perience in which there was never a break between 
birth and death. Even sleep did not break the 
stream of living, for in sleep one simply continued 
his ora) : 

For such a drama as this the conventions of the old 
staging would not serve. Fortunately there appeared 
just in time groups of new artists of the stage, who 
based their method upon the appeals of sensation 
rather than of formalized reason. These artists, who 
have supplied the ir instruments, have worked in close 
“association with the composers of plays. One result 
of this collaboration has been the drama of expres 
sionism, sometimes held to be a pursuit of the ex- 


travagant but in fact the result of the application_ 


of si it e treatment _of emotional materials. 


Materials which were formerly treated from the out-_ 


Vani 
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side are now _treated from the inside. That which 


Same 


of drama to get under the ade iaoe: “Under the sur- 


“face we find layer after layer of Yeality. Ibsen dimly 


suggested this deeper reality by giving to his plays 
“overtones.” Strindberg stripped away the veil en- 
tirely. Life was not two-dimensional like a surface 
or three-dimensional like a solid, it was four-dimen- 
sional as time came to be a factor of every situation. 


_ Every event had its far sources. The science of mind 


_ covered a wider field than had before been considered. 


os 


~\_ this field, too. As the dead past lives again in the 
\ present the artists began to seek out the expedients 


If the theater were to represent life it must cover 


of the past art of the theater, the choruses, masks, 

puppets, dances and harlequinades of yesterday. 
It is still too early to say just what ut expressionism 

represents. Three factors are, however, 1 noteworthy 


in it: 


~. Atavistic race strains; the hidden factors of 
heredity ;_ 

2. The duality or multiplicity of life as between 
illusion and reality, or various planes of illusion, and 
reality ; 

3. The disposition to summarize the world of ap- 
pearances into expressive categories, representing 
the application of man’s systems to natural phe- 
nomena. 

Needless to say the driving impulse of such a play 
as this can never be the desire to “reconcile the ways 
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of God to man.” ‘The passion of the artist is ironic 
or ee are For the first turning of his mind — 
in the direction of this kind of play O’Neill has to 
thank Strindberg. For providing the instrumental- 
ity by which his conceptions can be realized he has 
immediately to thank Robert Edmond Jones, ulti- 
mately Gordon Craig. 

“The Emperor Jones” was first produced at the 
Provincetown Playhouse, November 1, 1920. It was 
moved to the Selwyn and thence to the Princess The- 
ater in January, 1921. It was revived with success 
in 1924. In production “The Emperor Jones” was 
one of the most successful of O’Neill’s plays. In the 
strict sense the play is a comedy, not the less so that 
Jones dies at the end of the play. Jones is never 
made to appear important for himself. _We never | 
follow his fortunes with an individual sympathy./ He 
is always a futile, half contemptible figure, gaining 
glory only from his own vaunting. As such a figure 
he is a fit subject for the irony with which he is pur- 
sued. Again in his writing O’Neill shows the ill 
equipped trying to play the game of civilization 
without the password. And again he shows the effort 
failing. “The Hairy Ape” is conceived in the same 
irony as is “The Emperor Jones.” Civilization pro- 
vides certain slogans, catch-words, doctrines of 
safety and salvation. Are these true? Certainly, if 
they are they must be useful to the poorest and the 
most humble. Again and again O’Neill shows the 
poor and the humble coming into contact with civil- fA 
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ization and retiring worsted. So it is always with 
the “inferior” races. It is not so much that these 
races are exploited by the white race; that would be 


_bad enough. But the white man preaches a doctrine 
©) \to the black that he doesn’t practice in his relation 
 |with the black.) He preaches a doctrine to the black 


that does not work in the black’s experience. The 
white man in “The Moon of the Caribbees” teaches 


‘the savage that there is law and then-violates-the law 
and cheats the-savage. If left to himself the savage 
would not have submitted to such a law. The law 


is therefore a snare to him. Brutus Jones has learned 


_from civilization the laws of “bluff? and “double 


“cross.” He tries these on the children of nature and 
mL 


i 
\ 
\ 


nature gets him. O’Neill has no scorn for the savage 
except as he apes the ways of civilization but for 
the hypocrisies of civilization his scorn is bitter. 
“The Emperor Jones” is both good drama and 
good theater. It is good drama because through a 
concrete action it is interpretative of society as a 
whole. It is good theater because the action is real- 
ized directly through sensation and the emotions. It 
riust-be remembered that in the composition of this 
play O’Neill was not handling well worn symbols. He 
was creating new mediums to reach ends as yet un- 
common in our drama. Seldom have the instrumen- 
talities of the theater been employed so effectively for 
terror, and to deepen the, knowledge of the hidden 
traits of primitive man. ‘Phe use of the reverberat- 
ing drum to imply the deeper rhythms of life from 
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which the Emperor was seeking to escape by his trick- 
ery of civilization, a rhythm that was to swallow him 
wf) as the tide laps the sand, is one of the creative 
achievements of the modern theater. Let no one dis- 
miss it as a mere stunt. Creative, too, is the reap- 
pearance in the mind of the fleeing man of the phan- 
toms of the past history of his race, phantoms which 
are so much more real than reality that his foolish 
bullets are wasted in them.) The Little Formless 
Fears, the Prison Guard, the Planters, the Auc- 
tioneer, the Slaves, the Congo Witch Doctor, the 
Crocodile God are effective as phantoms. But they 


are more than phantoms; they are reality to Jones, 


they are Jones. 

O’Neill’s tendency to give the “better classes” the 
short end of the horn is revealed in the contrast be- 
tween Jones and the white man Smithers. At the 


point where the white race touches the colored races _ 


it is mean-spirited, shifty and ignoble. Smithers is 


_unscrupulous and cowardly; Jones, as a full- blooded | 


negro, possesses an underlyin ng strength of will and 
self-reliant confidence. Above all he has a hearty J 


contempt for such low-down white men. Jones is a 
good-tempered Nietzschean. ‘“Dere’s little stealin’ 
like you does, and dere’s big stealin’ like I does,” he 
says. For the little stealing Smithers will go to jail 
sometime. For the big stealing he is Emperor. Thus 
he has the secret of the white man’s morality. He is 
a realist, too. When he learns that his guard has de- 


serted him, “Feet, do yo’ duty!” he says. He has 


| 
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three hours before sundown. He will be across the 
plains before dark, and then into the woods and to 
the seacoast. But he never reaches safety ; the little 
nameless fears get him and the beating of the drum. 


~ “The Hairy Ape” was produced March 9, 1922, 


at the Provincetown Playhouse. Thence it was taken 
for a run to the Plymouth Theater. Maintaining 
O’Neill’s established attitude toward an institution- 
alized world this play shows a great advance in the 
mastery of the stage. _Irony which had formerly 
been more implicit than explicit now becomes the con- 
trolling impulse of the play. As long as the author 
bases his theme on differences of race his conclusion 
can be palliated. But the Hairy Ape belongs to 
the master race. Moreover, he seeks to do what 
the leaders of civilization pride themselves upon 
doing. He seeks to “think'through.” And he, too, 
learns that the codes by which we live and thrive are 
not the codes which we profess. 

“The Hairy Ape” is called “a comedy of ancient 
and modern life.” Let us drop once and for all the 
idea that the hero is, or is assumed by the author to 
be, a study of an individual. In this play the author 
has frankly gone beyond the limits of a personal com- 
plication and has made his play out of generalized 
actions and characters. “The Hairy Ape” is shaped 
like a man but is more than a man. Like sculptors’ 
figures of “Death,” “The Thinker” and “The Discus 
Thrower,” he is modeled after a man, but he tran- 
scends man. “The treatment of this scene, or of any 
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other scene in the play, should by no means be natu- 
ralistic,” writes the author of one of the scenes. 
Such a play as this has many of the qualities of alle- 
gory. Each character, each action carries a general 
meaning. 

There are eight scenes in the play. The first scene 
is in the fireman’s forecastle of a transatlantic liner; 
we are back at sea among common men. But there is 
a difference between these men and the men of the 
sailing vessels. These latter had come into contact 
with forces too strong for them; and fleeing from 
these forces had achieved for a little while the free- 
dom of the sea. But on this transatlantic liner men 
are under the pressure of more highly organized, 
more terrible forces. For the organization of civil- 
ization is now carried onto the ocean, and these men 
are subject to it. The liner is a microcosm of our 
industrial civilization. The men we see there have 
almost ceased to be men. At the first glance we get 
of them we see men bent not so much by their own 
follies as by the system which crushes down upon 
them. Civilization is resting upon these men. They 
are the living primitives. And as if to carry out this 
idea the author shows that they have the appear- 
ance of Neanderthal man. 

Among these men there is one, the master of them 
all, Yank, in whom there is moving a vague discon- 
tent, a pricking of responsibility, an ability to dis- 
criminate values. The minds of the men are poisoned 
by “goil” stuff and old ideas that are dead. He 
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breaks in on the din. “Can’t you see I’m tryin’ to 
Vink?” 

He has made a discovery. He is thinking through. 
He is learning to discriminate between lies and truth. 
Some things that might be true are always on the 
side of the lies. ‘These are sentiments, home, love, 
religion, beer, equality, the worship of the past. But 
some things are always true. They are power, they 
are the sources of energy, the things that run the 
ship and run the world. If power stops then the 
ship stops. They are down there in the hold to keep 
power working. They are necessary to it. They be- 
long. Paddy sums up the new conception when he 
says, “Is it a flesh and blood wheel of the engine 
you’d be?” and Yank answers it is. In this way he 
belongs. 'They move, have speed, smash through. 
He’s through with the crazy tripe about nights and 
days, hitting the pipe of the past. He means the 
thing that is the guts of all this. It takes a man to 
work in hell. “I’m de t’ing in coal dat makes it boin, 
I’m steam and oil for de engines; I’m de t’ing in noise 
dat makes you hear it.” 

It is a tremendous first scene of one of the most 
searching, thought impelling plays written in Amer- 
ica. O’Neill poses for Yank a characteristic problem 
of our day. Does Yank belong? It is a combined 
problem in drama and in thinking. O’Neill thinks 
through. The next scene shows a glimpse of the sea 
that Paddy had never seen from his sailing ship. 
The sea now is only a bit of colored background for a 


The Playwright Unbound: Eugene O’Neill 111 


floating mechanism of man’s handicraft. On that 
ship are beings never seen on Paddy’s ships. They 
are delicate, pale, anemic or gross and surfeited. 
Mildred is the expression, not of life energy “but 
merely of the artificialities that energy had won for 
itself in the spending.” Mildred sums herself up 
when she says that she would like to touch life some- 
where but has neither the vitality nor the integrity. 

What is needed now is to bring these two worlds 
together and we shall have the first jolt to Yank’s 
idea that he belongs. As a feature of the game Mil- 
dred determines to go to the stoke hole and the third 
scene shows us the heart of the ship. The great ma- 
chine is taking its toll of human power. But even in 
the sweat and the blinding glare of the furnaces 
there is joy for Yank in the thought that he “‘be- 
longs.” Then there comes to him the apparition of 
a thing in white from another world fainting with 
horror at the sight of him. 

The contact is a shock to Mildred. But that is 
unimportant. The real blow is to Yank. For he 
sees that while he belongs, while he keeps the engine 
going, he has never before inquired what he belonged 
to. He must think that through. Deep under his 
muscles, those muscles that are such a burden, there 
is aspark. The spark must glow and shine. In his 
thinking he is confused by voices that repeat like 
phonographs words like “love” and “law” and 
“‘sovernment.” He shakes his shoulders and buries 


his mass in thought. 
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There is this other world that thinks itself better 
than his world. Though it does not belong it con- 
trols those who do belong. He must explore every 
nook and cranny. The first explanation that comes 
to him is the obvious one of his radical friend Long. 
They are slaves, the living are slaves to the dead. 
His thoughts become confused with blind brooding 
resentments. He’ll show her that he is better than 
she is. But his ideas of revenge are curiously crude 
and ineffective, like breaking her face. 

The scene is a corner of Fifth Avenue, “magnifi- 
cence made grotesque by commercialism, a back- 
ground in tawdry disharmony with clear light and 
sunshine of the street.” Yank comes with Long; 
Long is trying to get him to make this a class matter, 
to make war on those who enslave the makers and 
builders of the world. There passes a “procession of 
gaudy marionettes, yet with something of the relent- 
less horror of Frankenstein in their detached mechan- 
ical unawareness.” Can these be the people he must 
fight? Are these his masters? He tries to engage 
them head on, to break through their reserves, to 
come to grips on the problem that is eating him. 
Magnificent in sardonic humor is the scene in which 
he seeks unavailingly to bring himself to their atten- 
tion. He does land himself in jail but the procession 
passes on unaware. 

Yank is in a cell at Blackwell’s Island. He is much 
beaten but he is still thinking. The Judge has given 
him thirty days to “think it over.” That is all he 
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has been doing for weeks but he has not been able to 
think through. Can the Judge? It is doubtful. 
Voices come to him from other cages in a phantasma- 
goria of the cries, catch-words, clichés of civilization. 
He thinks that this prison has been made to hold him 
down, to bind him in. Very well. If he cannot think 
through, he will break through. He is out of his 
cage and in an I. W. W. local near the water front. 
Here is the implement with which he will break the 
cages of the world to bits. In this I. W. W. he looks 
to find the power that can grapple with and control 
the mysterious domination of those who “do not be- 
long.” Here he must find the key. He is seeking 
someone to break laws, to crash through. He is ready 
to.use his power, to blow up the steel works, to set a 
fire under the house. He will have revenge. But the 
I. W. W. is breaking no laws. It is operating strictly 
by the rules of the game. Protesting and surprised 
he is seized and bound and thrown aside. 

Again he muses in a greater maze than ever. What 
is the great mystery that is devouring him? The 
thing is in your insides but not in your belly. And 
when you ask questions all men do is to lock you up. 
Put you in a cage—that is the only answer of the 
world. He stumbles from cage to cage. Even when 
free of the steel cage he is in one of his own. He 
wanders around until he reaches the zoo. Still in- 
quiring he faces the gorilla. The gorilla too is in a 
cage. But his cage is worse than the gorilla’s, for 
the gorilla can break out of his cage. How can the 
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Hairy Ape break out of his cage? Suppose he and 
the gorilla talk things over. Perhaps they have 
things to say to each other. “Christ, where do I get- 
off? Where do I fit in?” he asks. He opens the 
gorilla’s cage. The beast crushes him to death. Per- 
haps, as the author says, the Hairy Ape at last 
belongs. 
VI 


In 1921 there was produced a long play entitled 
“Gold,” developed from O’Neill’s short play “‘Where 
the Cross Is Made.” The play was not successful in 
production. Nevertheless, it is significant in that it 
is the only play of O’Neill’s composition that deals 
with passion as crude force. The world of the inner 
life came to O’Neill with a shock of discovery. In 
fact, it saved his art. In “Thirst,” ‘‘Where the Cross 
Is Made,” “Gold,” he went as far as he could in sheer, 
unmixed brutality. In the latter there was, as we 
have seen, a note of the sardonic. But eventually 
primitive life of itself comes to be irrelevant. The 
men of the sea, the savages of the islands mean noth- 
ing save as they are seen alongside the more complex 
structure of civilized society. Like civilization itself, 
the men in “Gold” carry around with them visions 
of a precious metal which is, in fact, but brass. For — 
this they kill men and poison their own souls. 

The mingling of spiritual values with crude pas- 
sion, the probing even of brute appetite until some 
flavor of beauty is found in all longing, is a mark 
of O’Neill’s later work. No man living has a more 
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powerful repulsion from softness than O’Neill. And 
yet the very honesty of his search leads him to find 
under the ugly mess that man has made of his mind, 
the instinctive lure of beauty. This is the latest 
phase of O’Neill’s work. It is found in hints in three 
or four of his later plays. It is found in full, free 
and magnificent expression in only one, “The Foun- 
tain.” ‘This recognition of an underlying hunger for 
beauty is by no means to be confused with reconcilia- 
tion. Nothing in the author’s work so emphasizes 
the essential tragedy of his outlook as the discovery 
under passions and appetites and tangled growths 
of falsehood, of a soul-plant of purity and aspiration. 
“Anna Christie” was first produced on November 
21, 1921. One of the most successful of O’Neill’s 
plays before the broad public, the play cannot be 
considered among O’Neill’s best, either as conception 
or theater. More than in any other play of his com- 
position the situations seem to be entangled, the ends 
he is striving for are in doubt. As a rule O’Neill well 
escapes the charge of generalization about natural 
forces. I cannot think that he fully does so in this 
play. As he left the sea behind him the sea assumed 
a symbolic meaning that it had not carried before. 
The provisional title of “Anna Christie” had been 
“That Ole Davil Sea.” Hints of this title still 
remain in the passion of the old barge master to keep 
his daughter from the sea that he had come to hate, 
and in the fact that it was from the sea that the 
cleansing of her sick soul was to come. 
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Structurally the play is unsatisfactory. The 
framework of the action over-reaches the drama. As 
drama the play is complete with the fall of the first 
curtain. Everything that happens afterward is 
theatrical surplus that is given vitality only by the 
energy of the author. Few plays in the recent the- 
ater are richer with drama than this first act. Old 
Chris has followed the sea all his days. Now he is 
old and has become captain of a coal barge, and is 
living with Martha of whose status the less said the 
better. Hidden under the sordid reality of his life 
he carries a dream. He cherishes the thought of his 
daughter. To him the sea symbolizes everything 
ugly that he has known. So in protecting her from 
the sea he thinks he has protected her from ugliness. 
But he is mistaken. When she comes she is a 
pathetic land wreck as he is a sea wreck. Under the 
sad disillusion two strains of beauty stand out, the 
persistent ideal of Chris, the good-natured under- 
standing of his discarded Martha. 

As I have said, the author extends a situation 
which is complete in one act, over four acts. In order 
to do so he must make another point. It is that how- 
ever bad Anna may be there is in her, too, a spark of 
the divine that will save her. He does this in an 
action of undeniable force and intensity, though in 
it he treads somewhat closely upon the heels of his 
predecessors in the popular theater. Out of the fog 
there comes Mat Burke, a sea-going character from 
the Irish bogs. And between these two there develops 
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a situation in which the tearful Magdalen of the old 
drama repeats herself in a new setting. No one will 
deny the theatrical power of the play, but it is not 
O’Neill at his best. Only by playing the persistent 
prejudices of Old Chris against the love story of the 
two young people does the story continue at all. 
~~ Mention has already been made of O’Neill’s inter=~ 
est in the black race. To the members of this race he 
was always ready to grant a hidden spring of beauty 
in character that he denied to the dominant white. 
In “The Dreamy Kid” (1919) he shows a negro 
desperado, hounded by the police, who permits him- 
self to be captured on visiting his mother. In “All 
God’s Chillun Got Wings,” the author rises to the 
treatment of the race problem as it involves both 
whites and blacks. In fact, this play sets a new 
standard for such plays. As a rule these concern 
only the sentimental aspects of the problem, confus- 
ing the issue by giving the members of the dark race 
a strain of the white. In this play the negroes are 
black. The author shows again how the burdens of 
civilization fall upon the submerged race. In reveal- 
ing the strivings of the negroes to raise themselves by 
means of an honest application of the white man’s 
abstract morality, against the treason of the white 
man to his own standards, the author makes a docu- 
ment of the first value. The play was produced in 
1923. 
In “The Fountain” we have a work entirely unlike 


anything else that O’Neill has done. This is the 
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only play in which the inner beauty which is usually 
denied, and despised, is permitted to come to the 
surface and dominate the structure and the language 
and the conception. The theme of the quest for the 
fountain of eternal youth is a recurrent one. The 
quest is a favorite theme of the author himself. Sel- 
dom is the theme developed with such majesty and 
beauty as here. Seldom is the slow sweep of tragedy 
so intense and moving. The author has employed in 
this play a substance finer than the crude material 
of intensified experience. This substance is here 
true poetry. Irony is eliminated; in its stead there 
is a brooding melancholy. 

~O’Neill had always been interested in the com- 
pressed psychology of New England character. In 
“Desire Under the Elms” (Nov., 1924) he returns to 
the dour outlines of “Beyond the Horizon” and 
“Diffrent.” This play is in many respects the most 
closely knit of the author’s works. Again the note of 
frustrate longing appears in many forms. The best 
qualities of men and women are used for their dam- 
nation. The love of Eben for his dead mother, the 
vulgar lust of the older brothers for the free, open 
road and promised gold of California, above all the 
magnificent passion of Eben’s step-mother for the 
boy, a passion so strong that she will murder her 


child for it, are the materials of (Greek pity and 
terror. And more memorable than these to the hard! 
ness of the old man, a better man than any of his 
sons, who has made his home among the stones and at 


The Playwright Unbound: Eugene O’Neill 119 


the end contents himself to go out to sleep with the 
cows. God can be lonely. Socanhe. In this play, 
as Walter Prichard Eaton says of “Beyond the 
Horizon,” the character spiral “goes neither up nor 
down, but onward to the point of annihilation.” 

These are hungry men and women. They are 
hungry for the beauty of the sky, for gold and dis- 
tant places; they are hungry for home, for com- 
panionship, for mother love, for love of child, but all 
their hunger is dominated and overcome by sex pas- 
sion. And when they get food they gorge themselves 
and die. 


VII 


Summing up the qualities of O’Neill as a crafts- 
man, we find two qualities overleaping all others. 
These are: 

1. <A rigorous selectiveness, an ability, even 
brutal, to discard his own work if it does not please 
him; 

2. A diversit i osition. 

More than any man of his time O’Neill is heartless 
to his own work. Of the fifty plays he has written to 
date, twenty have been destroyed without trace. As 
i important”as this ability to discard work that does 
not suit him is the willingness of the man continually 
to experiment. V An O'Neill style there is, manifested 
in intensity, honesty and lack of humor. But O’Neill 
has not tied himself up to any form of writing or to 
any field of interest. He is aware of the danger of 
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the untraveled road, but to him it is never so danger- 

-ous as the traveled road. So he is continually adven- 

turing into new forms. If by chance he deals with a 

theme that has been treated before he so intensifies 

or inverts that theme as to make it new. A large 
factor of O’Neill’s success as a dramatist goes back~ 
_ to thesfact™ that he makes himself master of his ma- 
terials. He commands attention because he isthe 
man who knows. It is simply a quality of his mastery 
of his materials that he insists on treating them in a 
hard way. Sentimentality is not so much a substance 
as it is a quality. It is a characteristic of half- 
knowledge, of the myth-making phase of knowledge. 
All such things O’Neill despises. 

Modern criticism has sadly confused thinking by 
adding new definitions and formulas. For my part I 
should like to see the time when every art creator may 
be called a poet. And then I should like to see the 
term “poet”? interpreted in its only true and broad 
sense.. Even discussion of reality, or super-reality, 
gets one nowhere unless one combine in this consid- | 
eration those creative and universal factors that con- 
stitute a man a poet.\ Given all the qualities of © 
discrimination and insight, of a sense of form and an 
aspiration for beauty, elec still remains one factor 
that distinguishes the true creator from others. I 
do not know how better to denominate this than as _ 

-energy,the power to make out of oneself and one’s | 
works a contemporary legend. This power O'Neill | 
has. His years of wandering helped to provide the | 


The Playwright Unbound: Eugene O’Neill 121 


great essential of a successful career. Combined with 
something highly sensitized and passionate there is 


in him a driving force of creative energy that had} 
E permitted bum 1 to ) wield adequately subjects of great J 


a se i be so, O’Neill is American. It 
is a strange commentary on the mind of our own and 
other countries that his plays have not been markedly 


successful abroad. European countries are still | 


under the spell of what they think us to be. They 
have little conception of what we are. \And so the 
crude, apologetic, awkward, parvenu attitude is what 
they see and want to see, not a civilization that has 
developed a discipline that permits it to view itself 
with irony. The best of O’Neill is that, seeing the 
world and not illusioned, he is not disillusioned 


either. There is only one thing more puerile\ 
than illusion and that is disillusion. O’Neill will 
have none of either. And he snaps no little doc-; 
trinaire whips over society to conceal a lack of 
imagination. pee 


One fault to be found in him, but not recently so 
much as before, is his disposition to permit his work 


_to_break uk up in madness. Now madness is not for the 


dramatist at all. It is an avoidance of the issue. It 
is as if he said, “Thus far I can carry my situation 
and isolate the currents of motive and feeling. After 
this point they become too strong for my hand.” 
Where dramatic imagination stops madness is likely 
to begin. Madness is but like the other worlds of 
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myth, that disappear when the light of knowledge is 
turned on them. 

O’Neill appeared on the scene after the busy work- 
ers had come to their first stage in the building of a 
new theater. It was fortunate for him that he ap- 
peared just then. As it is he has never been com- 
pelled to take sides, he has never been drawn to make 
those analytical judgments between tweedledee and 
tweedledum that confuse the minds of many creators. 
The theater to him is not a thing to think about and 
preach about. It is a house to work in. Its instru- 
mentalities and institutions were ready when he 
needed them. When he came to play-writing there 
was a little theater ready to hand, a nondescript 
theater, but it served his uses. The very nondescript 
quality of the Provincetown Players was an advan- 
tage to a poet creating in a new way. And the men 
he came in contact with were helpful, too. They were 
artists of other arts, collectors of foreign influence, 
experts, pioneers, free spirits. "The statement that 
the great artist is an individual creator should be 
taken with understanding. His work is his own, but 
the instruments of his work belong to others. These 
instruments have been made by hundreds who are 
forgotten. Under the limitations of life it is incon- 
ceivable that the artist should both create the tools 
and the work itself. Eugene O’Neill did not create 
his own tools. These had been created by artists and 
.theater builders and experimenters. As we saw in 


the last chapter, Percy MacKaye and those follow- | 
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ing his lead had done much to provide a new social 

basis for drama in the United States, and to estab- 

lish drama among the arts. They had in fact liber- 
ated the various factors of the stage. O’Neill was 
the first playwright to be a free agent in the theater. 

e is the playwright unbound. 

And “O'Neill is the first playwright of the new 
science. It would be too much to say that O’Neill 
treats nature outside of man as if it possessed char- 
acter. And yet he endows it with those expressive 
qualities by which character is implied\ Certainly 

~ the sea~does not exist for man. Nor is it only a 
framework of man. The sea speaks a thousand 
tongues, and would speak these many tongues were 
there no human ears to hear. The same thing is true 
of the great woods of ‘““The Emperor Jones” and of 
“The Fountain.” It is true of the stars. Perhaps it 
is true of the great machines which man has made to 


be his servants, machines which are so rapidly be-) _ 


coming his masters. /O’Neill’s pl plays teem with the 
language of inanimate things, a language spoken not | 
to man alone, but a language spoken nevertheless. 
One does not understand his plays if he does not gain | 
from them the sense of a very wide tapestry woven of — 
many strands, of which man, with all his complexi- | 
ties, his anxieties and aspirations, is but a thread that 


is often hidden in the pattern. 
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CHAPTER III 


INTERPRETERS OF THE AMERICAN 
SCENE 


I 
Tur Roots or AMERICAN DRAMA 


In what is in many respects the most acute study 
of the work of Eugene O’Neill yet written, Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal calls attention to O’Neill’s custom of 
driving straight through to a predestined conclusion 
without paying much regard to grace or to those 
fantastic interpositions of chance that give the most 
sincerely logical work something of the surface of 
experience. From the point of view of the continent 
this criticism is apposite. Our playwrights have not 
yet learned to be at once intense and gracious. They 
can grit their teeth but they naturally are not yet 
able to smile while doing so. 

To do our playwrights justice they had to lkarn 
one lesson at a time. First, they had to think 
through. In so doing they achieved intensity and 
lost grace. But is this not better than grace without 
truth? The more I study the manifestations of a 


living theater, the less faith I have in those values 
124 
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that are derived from the cant of a posteriori criti- 
cism. If the terms “romanticism,” “realism,” “natu- 
ralism”; if the phrases “return to nature” and 
“reflection of life” ever had any value for estimating 
the worth of a play, that value is past. The only 
proper way by which a contemporary work of art 
can be judged is to regard it as a task set before an 
artificer and to consider, therefore, the blending of 
motive and skill that have gone to its completion. 
The American playwright has been under an inner 
compulsion to get at and to tell the truth. This task 
is in itself one of first magnitude. But the very fact 
that the task was undertaken has made the work of 
American playwrights intense and purposeful, has 
given it an air of awkwardness and self-consciousness. 

In choosing the works to be treated in this volume 
it is not enough that we make our selection on the 
basis of artistic value. This critic for one is not 
ready to weave a rope by which to hang himself. 
Artistic quality would supply a serviceable enough 
formula of inclusion and exclusion could we suppose 
that there would be any agreement as to what con- 
stitutes the artistic play of the time, or that our 
terms were so clearly defined as to be generally ac- 
ceptable. I question whether any such agreement is 
possible; and I question the ability of any man to 
establish the standards and content of the art of his 
time. What we can do is to center our interest 
rather in the playwright than in the play, in the 
performance rather than in the task performed. 
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Then many efforts that appear to be futile take 
upon themselves significance, many lives that appear 
to have been failures are seen to have been careers 
of important achievement. 

It is in fact a noteworthy commentary upon the 
theater of our time that of the playwrights who can 
by any stretch of definitions be said to belong to the 
new American theater, only two have been able to 
pursue a consistent career over many years. Percy 
MacKaye, though still in middle life, has had a career 
in the theater covering thirty years. Eugene O’Neill 
has pursued an unbroken career for something over 
ten years. The records of all the other men we can 
mention have been made up of broken tentatives, of 
advances and retreats. A surprising number have 
died in youth; others have been incapacitated by ill- 
ness or mischance. It would be ridiculous to charge 
this fact to the nature of the men who write plays. 
The truth of the matter is that the theater of our 
time has been a killer of men and women. It has 
taken the best from men and has sent them into the 
dark house with empty hands, without even the satis- 
faction of magnificent failure to comfort them. 

‘In a recent book Isaac Goldberg employs a term 
by which to denominate the more vital and signifi- 
cant drama of the day. He calls this the “drama of 
transition” and defines this as not so much that 
drama that lies between two forms, as the drama that 
derives from the electric moment of change in human 
affairs. Ashley Dukes in his “Modern Dramatists” 
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employs the term “modern” instead of “transition” 
and asks, “What is it that distinguishes modern 
dramatists, modern novelists, modern poets from the 
mob of dramatists, novelists and poets of their own 
period? The answer is clear enough. It is simply 
that they are in touch with, or in advance of, the 
thought of their own time; that their work breaks 
new paths, offers new forms and modes of expres- 
sion; that the men and women they create do not 
merely reflect the conditions under which they live 
and the spirit of their age, but are dynamic, develop- 
ing, continually offering a criticism of those condi- 
tions, and so projecting themselves into the future 
and making history.” 

Here we have under different terms a common 
touchstone for the testing of the living art of the 
theater. All life, and therefore all art, is change. 
What we need to guard against is the tendency, com- 
mon among critics, to treat the last change as the 
most important, the last age as the pinnacle of all 
time. And yet we must not be blind to the true con- 
ditions of the world in which we live. After all 
possible regard has been given to the demands of a 
historical perspective we still know that our times 
stand out from others for the peculiar intensity with 
which we have tried all values. It has been indeed a 
time in which all conventions have been tested, all 
norms have been tried. Whatever has occurred in 
the theater has been but an index and a reflex of the 
activity in the life behind. For years the theater 
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played but a little part in the testing of the values of 
life. It held itself within the norm. The old political 
maxim of China, “Amuse them, tire them not, let 
them not know,” served as the formula of the theater 
of yesterday, serves indeed as the formula of a large 
part of the theater of to-day. But it does not serve 
for the best of the theater to-day. The theater to-day 
is engaged in the breaking of norms both in the arts 
of life and in the arts of the presentments of life. If 
it is to do this the first requirement is that it shall 
know this life well and present it faithfully. <A large 
part of the activity of the American theater has been 
given to this elementary research. The playwright 
has sought to make himself master of the life around 
him, its habits, customs, characteristic manifesta- 
tions, surfaces, clichés of thought and action and 
speech. Observation has been elevated to first place. 

But observation pushed far develops for itself a 
conscience. In some playwrights, like Percy Mac- 
Kaye, observation developed a social conscience, a 
sense of responsibility of art toward society. In 
others, like O’Neill, observation developed into 
artistic conscience, the sense of the responsibility of 
the art with respect to truth. 

In studying the relation of drama toward its deep- 
lying roots, I have had no interest in differentiating 
the American strain from any other. Recent events 
in the theater represent one phase of the ferment in 
the Great Society. And yet in a peculiar sense 
America is taking the lead in the establishing of the 
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functions of the new theater in society. It is im- 
portant that we clarify in our minds the true source 
of what we know as American drama. In spite of 
much temptation to find the source in the imagina- 
tion of poets and the fancies of draftsmen, neither 
my reason nor my knowledge of the facts of the case 
permits me todo so. We shall have occasion to study 
the contributions of the poets as well as of the de- 
signers. We shall find that while these stimulated the 
fancy and released a creative urge, the validity of 
their creations was always tested by referring back 
to the more homely strains derived from the native 
storehouse. Indeed, the poets and the “new stagers” 
themselves found that their work gained significance 
only as it attached itself to the discoveries of those 
who were exploring the facts of our native life. 
America has not been blind to the influence of the 
innovations from the continent. Our theater has ex- 
tended a welcoming hand to the bizarre, the experi- 
mental, as it came across the ocean. But the true 
work for an American drama has not been done by 
the disciples of Gordon Craig and Reinhardt and 
Stanislavski, great as their contribution has been, 
but it has been done by those playwrights within the 
professional theater and outside its ranks who have 
thought deeply and thought through in an effort to 
identify dramatic expression with the motives and 
temper of American life. The free creative imagina- 
tion is more important than free form. Imagination 
breaks through to form. And we are in error if we 
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count form an external manifestation. It is an inner 
quality of the imagination. It is because form and 
substance are one that I seek the roots of the new 
American drama not in the ateliers of Florence and 
Berlin and Moscow, but in the homespun fancy of 
American playwrights who now and again felt the 
urge to write a play “the best way they knew how.” 


II 


PLAYWRIGHT AS PoET: JOSEPHINE PRESTON PEABODY 
—Winiuam Vaucun Moopy 


When the poet commences playwriting he brings 
to his task a fine set of tools. Not that he always uses 
his tools. One of the recurrent perversities of the 
stage is the bad plays written by good poets. The 
plays are not bad because the authors are poets. The 
plays are bad because the author has not been able to 
apply to construction for the stage the standards 
and creative insight that presumably governed his 
work as poet. We have now to consider the work of 
two poets who wrote their names in the history of 
the American theater of the twentieth century. The 
first of these remained a poet to the end, achieving 
by her mastery of the subjective forms of verse a 
structure framed indeed like a play, with much of 
the appeal of a play and more of beauty of design 
and language than most plays can show, and yet 
lacking that objective self-motivating quality essen- 
tial to a play. The other also began as a poet of 
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subjective imagination. But his imagination ranged, 
and came to compass the interests and responsi- 
bilities of his people. The world pressed in upon 
him until he took the world to himself, identified 
himself with it, and became a dramatist who handled 
with unusual power the hidden qualities of character 
that reveal themselves to a poet’s vision. Both play- 
wrights died at the height of their powers. 

In 1909 American pride was stirred by the 
award to an American poet and dramatist of a signal 
honor. Josephine Preston Peabody’s play, “The 
Piper,” was awarded the first prize from among fif- 
teen hundred plays submitted by playwrights from 
all over the world, to open the Shakespeare Memorial 
Theatre at Stratford-on-Avon. The award of this 
prize to an American undoubtedly had a highly 
stimulating effect upon the composition of plays in 
this country, and upon the respect with which Amer- 
ican stage work was viewed abroad. “The Piper” 
was produced at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre 
by F. R. Benson in 1910 and at St. James Theatre 
in London, 1911. It was played at the New Theatre 
in New York, January, 1911, Edith Wynne Matthi- 
son having the réle of the Piper. 

During a productive period of about twenty years 
Josephine Preston Peabody wrote several volumes of 
verse, among them being “The Wayfarers” (1898) ; 
“Fortune and Men’s Eyes” (1900) ; “The Book of 
the Little Past” (1908); “The Singing Man” 
(1911). She published five plays, “Marlowe” 
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(1901); “The Wings” (1905); “The Piper” 
(1910); “The Wolf of Gubbio” (1913); “The 
Chameleon” (1917). Of these the first four were in 
verse; the last in prose. All these are marked by a 
pure lyrical gift, an easy though not fecund fancy, 
a pervading note of charm and sentiment. Mrs. 
Marks (she married Professor Lionel S. Marks in 
1906) had excellent control of sympathetic emotion 
and a style that flowed in graceful speech. The best 
qualities of her work are revealed in “The Piper,” 
the play to which she owes her broader reputation in 
the theater. 

The story of the Pied Piper of Hamelin, which has 
been frequently treated in literature, is not, strictly 
speaking, material for dramatic treatment. It is an 
appealing little fabric of old legend which derives its 
interest from no weaving of a pattern of human mo- 
tives, but from its pictorial or sentimental value. 
The Piper was indeed said to have been urged by a 
desire for revenge against the older people of the 
village, but the mind does not linger upon his motive 
so much as upon the strange power of attraction he 
had whereby he could draw after him at will both the 
mice and the children. And as there was no real 
interest in the motive, there was little interest in the 
denouement. The Piper played and the children fol- 
lowed. That is all that remains of the story. 

Manifestly there is not in this thin fable much ma- 
terial for a play. The author had to create a situa- 
tion outside the legend by which the consequences of 
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her action could be sketched out, and a happy out- 
come could be maneuvered. In so doing the author 
was perfectly right in keeping her invented action 
simple and in adapting it to her own particular 
genius of expression. She might have magnified the 
contest between the Piper and villagers, in so doing 
objectifying the theme and multiplying her episodes. 
If she had done so she would have made the play 
more vigorously dramatic. But she resists this 
temptation. She centers the whole contest, in so far 
as there is a contest, in the mind of the Piper. In 
order to motivate this contest she creates the charac- 
ter of The Lonely Man, which is not only an effigy 
of Our Lord, but is in addition the personification of 
a loving, hungry, lonely strain in the Piper himself. 
Pleas to the Piper for the return of the children, the 
author does provide for. But the chief plea comes 
from the Piper’s own heart. 

To the purposes of such an appeal the moving 
verbal and poetic gift of the poet is well adapted. 
The situation would be impossible—indeed, the play 
would be impossible—without the unbroken poetic 
power of the passages of emotional appeal. As 
drama, the play would fall to the ground at any 
moment that the author’s verbal imagination failed. 
The action floats poised in the language, it realizes 
itself through the lips of the characters. The treat- 
ment of the character of the Piper demands the elim- 
ination of many strains by which the Pied Piper in 
legend obtains his vitality. The author lost a beau- 
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tiful Pagan when she made the Piper so good a 
Christian. The play is not without its vagueness 
of intruded symbolism. The episode of Barbara and 
the Sword-Swallower lies outside the main field of 
action. The Piper’s refusal to give the children up 
to their parents, because their parents love gold, is 
an impertinence committed in order to strengthen in 
the play motives which are never very strong at best. 

On account of its history “The Piper” must be 
considered one of the most important plays in the 
new movement of the American theater. But the 
author never was able to transfer to the stage the 
sure artistry of her poetry. A greater poet, and by 
this token a man who was better able to apply to the 
art of the theater the tenets of his poetry, was Wil- 
liam Vaughn Moody. Moody carried poetry in the 
theater to the point of annihilation. So true was he 
as poet that he recognized that the requirements of 
verse were in mortal combat with the inner necessities 
of the playwright. 

William Vaughn Moody had that rich complexity 
of attribute that gives the lie to the summary doc- 
trines of the schools of criticism. Fine flower of a 
classical genius he had his roots in the prairies of the 
middle west; patriot and singer of his country’s 
glories, there burned in his heart also the fires of 
revolt ; a cloistered poet, he discarded poetry in order 
to reveal to his time the secret dramas that he saw 
fought out in the hearts of everyday people. William 
Vaughn Moody was born in Spencer, Indiana, July 
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8, 1869, the son of a steamboat captain. He was 
brought up in New Albany, Indiana, entered Har- 
vard and was graduated in 1893. The following 
year he took his Master’s Degree. After a year 
spent in Europe he returned to become instructor in 
English in the University of Chicago. He remained 
with the University until 1904. Meanwhile he had 
become known as one of the leading poets of the 
country. His “Ode in a Time of Hesitation” and 
“The Daguerreotype” had in them a mastery of 
moral forces as well as of the forces of beauty. From 
the beginning there was in him a forthright quality, 
usual among the greater poets, uncommon among 
those of lesser breed, of coming to grips with the 
spirit of the age and expressing his message with 
force and pure beauty. There was a quality of un- 
compromising patriotism in him—“my country to 
make it right”—that is heartening in days when 
patriotism seems to be a crime. In him, too, the 
spirit of revolt was strong, but it was a spirit that 
was hidden deep down in the necessities of his being 
and was brother to the spirit of affirmation. Moody 
did not raise his voice in a scream against every new 
manifestation of policy. Revolt was not to him a 
professional attitude of mind. It was a fundamental 
adjustment of himself to the deepest principles of 
living. It was a fashion of being continually on 
guard. It was another phase of that disgust that in 
the artist is so closely allied to rapture. 

More than any plays written up to his time in 
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America, Moody’s plays came out of moral convic- 
tion and mental necessity. He did not write as the 
entertainers had done, to please the crowd, nor as 
the reformers were doing, to elevate the stage. He 
wrote because he had something to say that appeared 
to him to be of moment. His message was relevant 
to man in his human and divine relations. There- 
fore, it called for dramatic form. In his first plays 
his themes were the generalized philosophical themes 
that called for a wide symbolism in structure. As 
he went on, his themes precipitated themselves into 
the hearts of men. They were no less wide and sig- 
nificant, but their form of expression brought them 
nearer home. 

Moody wrote two verse plays, “The Fire Bringer” 
and ‘The Masque of Judgment,” one verse play left 
incomplete at his death, “The Death of Eve,” and 
two prose plays, “The Great Divide” and “The 
Faith Healer.” ‘Though the verse plays were con- 
ceived in a severely classic form, the author did not 
put from his mind the idea that they might be pro- 
duced. No extended review of these plays is called 
for, as they do not fall into the current of practical 
stage production. Moody had long had in mind the 
idea of writing a prose play, and was making notes 
on the play which eventually became “The Faith 
Healer,” when, on one of his trips to the southwest, 
the underlying situation of a more dramatic play 
came to his mind. The play in its first form was 
quickly written. Entitled “The Sabine Women” it 
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was promptly submitted to Miss Margaret Anglin 
and was by her as promptly accepted for a trial per- 
formance in Chicago. The opening night of this 
production at Chicago in March, 1906, offered a 
drama behind the scenes, and out of sight of the 
audience, no less thrilling than the play that was 
being enacted upon the stage. After the sensational 
first act the curtain was held while arrangements for 
a contract were made among representatives of 
various interests. When these understandings were 
reached the play proceeded. 

The germ of the play, as it had first come to 
Moody, had consisted of little more than a highly 
melodramatic situation. It was the kind of situation 
that of itself makes the fortune of a play. This 
situation concerned a young woman left alone in the 
great plains, who is come upon by a group of 
drunken ruffians. As a means of escape from the 
awful designs of the men she offers herself to the 
best of the pack if he will protect her from the others. 
The situation is one of great power, and on account 
of its daring nature became the nine days’ wonder of 
the stage. The strength of the situation was a test 
of the author’s powers as artist. As first produced 
the play was little more than good melodrama. It 
was in order to find an effective outworking of this 
fundamental situation in a higher order of drama 
that, after the signing of the contract, the play was 
turned back to the author for revision. 

In this revision the author revealed his caliber. 
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Taking a sensationally melodramatic plot, Moody 
so raised its value by magnifying the moral and 
spiritual strains of the plot as to give the whole a 
wide and impressive significance that overshadowed 
the brutality of the central theme. Under the title 
“The Great Divide” the play was produced October 
3, 1906, at the Princess Theater, New York, with 
Margaret Anglin as Ruth Jordan and Henry Miller 
as Stephen Ghent. It was produced at the Adelphi - 
Theater, London, September 25, 1909, Miss Edith 
Wynne Matthison playing the part of Ruth Jordan. 
The difference between the earlier and later forms 
of the play is indicated by the two titles. In the 
final form the moral factors of the plot had been 
isolated and developed. In Moody himself there 
was the heritage of the Puritan. He knew as if it 
were a part of the experience of his own life, the 
struggle that lies at the heart of the Puritan con- 
science. The rigor of the Puritan sense of sin is the 
index of the Puritan experience of sin. The Puritan 
crucifies the flesh because the flesh is strong. Only 
superficially does the Puritan give the sense of quiet 
and peace. War is the key to his nature. Litera- 
ture had falsified the Puritan because it had made 
the Puritan’s standard of appearances the rule of 
its expression rather than the warfare in the Puri- 
tan’s soul. Hawthorne alone of his generation 
opened the veil to the truth behind the repressions 
and denials of Puritanism and the impression he 
gave was elevated by a pellucid style into a region 
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of lifeless concept. In this play Moody, Puritan 
himself, showed the war that is waged between the 
outer and the inner man. There is in fact a “great 
divide” between the code and the practice, between 
the demands of the flesh and the ideals of the spirit. 
On this “divide” are found the dilemmas of choice, 
the hypocrisies, the tergiversations of the Puritan 
nature. Here is the explanation of the lip service, 
the broken compacts of the impossible ideal. Moody 
began his play with Stephen Ghent as villain. He 
ended it with Ruth Jordan as villain. Stephen had 
at any rate kept the faith. He had acted al- 
ways as his free ranging spirit dictated. She 
had kept the faith neither with herself nor with 
him. She had compromised her judgments, saved 
her body at the expense of her soul, acted always by 
quick reversals of policy instead of by sovereign 
principle. 

In this play the “great divide” has another sym- 
bolism. The author objectifies the inner contest in 
the heart of the Puritan by showing that in different 
parts of the country, under different conditions of 
life, men govern their lives by different principles. 
While character itself does not essentially change 
from place to place, its manner of manifestation 
changes. The pressures of the older civilizations are 
such as to make character dig in. This in itself is 
one of the problems of the playwright. It provides 
the reason why the expansive methods of the drama 
of the past no longer serve the purposes of a society 
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the chief work of which is to encrust, to invert, or to 
confuse the strains of personality and character. In 
great sections and groups of our Anglo-Saxon heri- 
tage character has dug in, the natures of men have 
been pinched, repressed, and made reflective. In 
other sections, particularly among those given to 
action, and among those whose checks have been 
released by life outdoors, life is free and expressive. 
Men act by impulse, in general they trust impulse; 
they are not given to contemplation and reflection. 
They have a morality, but it is not a reflective mor- 
ality. It is a general belief in the square deal, in 
the rightness of appetite and passion. Between 
these two there is also a great divide. They do not 
speak the same language, they do not understand 
each other or as a rule respect each other. It would 
be a mistake to suppose that one section or one 
group is identified entirely with the one conception, 
and the other section or group with the other. And 
yet for the purposes of his story and the purposes 


of his interpretation of the American scene Moody 


was justified in making his divide a geographical — 


one. 
Such, then, is the theme of the play. It is a study 


of the “natural” versus the “repressive” doctrine of | 
life as exemplified in the two leatling characters, and | 


incidentally by the secondary characters. Stephen | 


is true to his codes and he comes through clean. 
Even in the first scene of attempted violence we see 
little to his discredit. He is there and he is follow- 
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ing his leads as he sees them. But when she presents 
him other leads he is quick to seize and follow them. 
When she appeals to the better nature in him he 
responds immediately. This better nature is near 
the surface. The thing that makes him pay for her 
and save her is something more than passion. It is 
a native squareness in the man. When he pays he 
pays fairly by taking square chances in a pistol 
fight. And he gives her the chance to shoot him. 
When she lacks the nerve to do so—this failure of 
nerve is a shrewd index to something tortured and 
indirect in her nature—he holds her to her bargain. 
This too is a flash of truth in him. When the com- 
pact is fulfilled and he has married her and made 
her rich his morality remains fine and sure. He 
knows the hurt to her spirit involved in what he has 
done and he is willing to pay. He pays in various 
ways, in ways so subtle and intuitive that they should 
have evened up the score. Even then he knows when 
he is right and she is wrong, but because he had hurt 
her he is willing to serve her even while she is wrong, 
thinking that his own patience and honesty will lead 
her to see with open eyes. 

Stephen Ghent is a simple character. Not so 
Ruth. Before she had met him she had tortured her- 
self as later she tortured him. “I think I shall be 
punished for being so happy,” she says, and Polly, 
her friend, remarks, “If Massachusetts and Arizona 
ever get in a mix-up in there” (indicating Ruth’s 
heart) “woe be!” In words, at least, Polly is a free 
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spirit. Polly expresses her idea in this way: “Hap- 
piness is its own justification, and it’s the sacreder 
the more unreasonable it is. It comes or it doesn’t. 
That’s all you can say about it. And when it comes 
one has the sense to grasp it or one hasn’t.” Ruth 
hasn’t either the sense or the power to grasp her hap- 
piness. And so in the face of his kindness she still 
hugs her torture to her bosom. He had bought her 
with a handful of nuggets. These nuggets weigh 
more than all his kindness. He serves her like a 
kindly man, but she breaks upon him with an an- 
guished cry, remembering “the human beast, that 
goes to its horrible pleasure as not even a wild animal 
will go—in pack, in pack! I have tried—oh, you 
don’t know how I have tried to save myself from 
these thoughts!” Again she says, “Every time you 
give me anything, or talk about the mine and what 
it is going to do, there rings in my ears that dreadful 
sneer, ‘A dirt-eating Mojave would pay more than 
that for his squaw!’ ” 

It must be clear that Ruth is a sick woman. He, 
knowing that she is sick, permits her to leave him. 
Separation from him, the memory of the wide truth 
and simplicity of the man compared with the tor- 
tuous beings around her, and the birth of her child all 
combine to cure her. When he takes her in his arms 
again, happy as he is to be joined with her more 
closely than before, he still cannot tell a lie. He 
stands by his guns. He is glad for everything that 
has brought her to his arms. And she at last under- 
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standing herself as well as him says, “You have 
taken the good of our life and grown strong. I have 
taken the evil and grown weak, weak unto death. 
Teach me to live as you do!” _In this manner a true 
poet elevates a melodramatic theme to a universal 
significance. 

In the measure that “The Faith Healer” has a 
larger abstract conception than “The Great Divide,” 
it fails both of dramatic emphasis and of a real con- 
tribution to human knowledge. Again the scene is 
laid in the great Southwest. This play had been 
started before “The Great Divide” and Moody never 
completely satisfied himself in the form of this work. 
There are in existence two published forms, one in 
three acts and one in four acts. The play was pro- 
duced in St. Louis in March, 1909, and in New York, 
1910, in neither case with success. It appears clear 
that Moody had never thought through his great 
theme. This is not surprising, for it was not a theme 
that could be expressed within the limits of a three- 
or four-act naturalistic play. A naturalistic play 
may rise to the skies and compass all knowledge, 
given only that its earthly manifestations are within 
themselves consistent with human experience. When 
the playwright trenches human experience and ven- 
tures into regions which can be acceptable to the 
audience only by the creation of a superrational com- 
pact of common faith, he must at the same time sur- 
render the closely knit surface of naturalistic action. 
In the case of “The Faith Healer” the author was 
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careful to show that nothing that the healer did nec- 
essarily ran beyond human powers. An explanation 
or an alibi was provided for every supernatural 
event. And yet, as far as Michaelis was concerned, 
whether the powers he evoked were divine or not, the 
burdens he had to carry were such as to imply that 
his powers were veritably divine. It is only by such 
an interpretation that the drama of Michaelis is sig- 
nificant at all. T’o Michaelis it must have appeared 
that he was endowed with great powers, for he was 
called upon to pay the price of such powers. The 
author was apparently willing to show him paying 
this price, while he was not willing to ask us to 
believe that these powers are veritable. He drama- 
tizes the agony of the faith healer with telling skill, 
but he is never able to give his work the final stamp 
of moral authority. As it concerns Michaelis, the 
play is a drama of sacred and profane love, with 
a new inclination away from the Oriental to the 
Occidental view of the soul’s powers. On the side of 
the secondary characters it is of a much lower order, 
being given up to the study of the growth of a legend 
in a sparsely settled community, a community in 
which were to be found all degrees of faith and faith- 
lessness, credibility and doubt. In the attempt to 
be detached and scientific at the same time that he 
is exploring the deeps of a soul’s agony and creating 
a new conception of the dynamics of spiritual power, 
the author achieves an effect of vagueness and incon- 
clusiveness. 
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III 


Tue “Littte Man” as Dramatic Hero: GrorcE 
Apr, Grorcr M. Couan 


It was, as I believe, the chief contribution of the 
poet to our drama that he taught the playwright 
that he, no less than other artists, could “follow 
through” to the ultimate values of his theme. The 
playwright has too often permitted himself to be 
waylaid before he has reached his end; he has been 
peculiarly subject to the seductions that lie along the 
way of the imagination. All art implies selection; 
selection implies underlying enthusiasms and dis- 
gusts. What more natural than that the poet, faced 
by the tinsel shows, the false controls of the old 
theater, should repudiate these with contempt? But 
there was in the American character another strain 
that turned no less imperatively against the false- 
hoods in the theater. This was that something 
canny and shrewd, humorous and self-knowing that 
is found in American character. The American is 
quick to accept but even quicker to discard. His 
gullibility is strong, but his disgusts are stronger. 
Taught by experience that everything may be tried, 
he is ready in test and ready in judgment. These 
qualities have their place in the everyday walks of 
life. Strangely enough they are closely associated 
with the qualities of the artist. When the tale is told 
it will be found that art was applied to the products 
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of the American theater, not primarily by the prac- 
titioner of a subtle craft. The artistic method came 
from those men and women whose native reason 
taught them that art is the only way to truth. 
America has made one contribution to the art of 
the world. This is a method of observation applied 
to the materials of experience by which these mate- 
rials are preserved in “cold pack.” This method is 
as far as possible from the self-conscious, doctrine- 
laden naturalisms and realisms of the Old World. 
These are systems, varying but slightly the one from 
the other, of doing life up in sirup. The American 
system is to catch and perpetuate our materials in 
the forms of life, selectively, of course, but in a cold, 
transparent liquid. The source of this technique is 
not literature at all. It is found in journalism. 
When the method of journalism first began to estab- 
lish itself as a technique of art it had much to con- 
tend against. Perhaps the worst of its enemies was 
the falsehood and vulgarity that a “literary” realism 
had passed off as truth. Nothing better evidences 
the worm of falsehood that was eating the heart of 
“mere” literature, than the supercilious -parodies on 
everything American that were passed off as realistic 
American observation. True observation did not 
exist. Instead, there was a false foreign pre-con- 
ception. When American characters were intro- 
duced they were burlesqued in the way that London 
burlesqued the colonial. For a conception of our 
own characters we went to the superficial and often 


Interpreters of the American Scene 147 


insulting caricatures of American life seen on the 
Continental stage. The American theme did not 
exist on the American stage. We adopted as our 
own the colors that had been applied to American 
life by a brush held in a hand four thousand miles 
away. For years our stage was busily engaged in 
misrepresenting American life to the American peo- 
ple. This fealty to an alien principle, particularly 
among the superior and the apologetic, persists to 
this day. We borrowed the tricks and conventions 
of the romantic play. When Europe created the 
problem play, we borrowed the problems of the Old 
World and wrote heavy plays about problems which 
were not essentially our own. And when the crafts- 
men in color and design on the other side became 
weary of a theater that choked the creative imagina- 
tion and began to call for the destruction of the old 
theater, our enthusiasts on this side of the Atlantic 
joined the chorus and proceeded to plot the destruc- 
tion of an institution that had never yet been born, 
that had for us no real existence. The American 
theater and American literature had to be made, not 
re-made. 

Fortunately, not every American artist packs his 
grip and goes to Europe every summer for inspira- 
tion. ‘There are even men and women of creative 
gifts who do not subscribe to the revolutionary maga- 
zines of the continent or get their ideas from the 
bizarre drawings of the insurgent schools. For the 
beginnings of American drama I am disposed to go 
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to those men and women who first had eyes to see 
the American scene and to report it. They were not 
recognized as artists because it was not conceived 
that the materials they treated, materials so simple 
and lifelike, could be products of art. But they 
were artists, nevertheless. To them observation was 
enough. Every walk into the open air was a journey 
of discovery. Such observation as this was a kind 
of creation. It called forth a creative energy so 
absorbing that no force was left for further flights. 
Here then we have the reason why the first American 
plays to present the American scene with fidelity are 
almost worthless by any larger interpretation of the 
art of the theater. Character goes beyond theme. 
Few of them make any attempt to comprehend the 
potentialities behind the surfaces of events. “In the 
country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.” 
Literature and the stage were controlled by blind 
men who looked inward for truth and for want of 
knowledge made myths. Suddenly appeared men 
with sight. And merely to see was enough. 

Of all the playwrights of yesterday, James A. 
Herne stands head and shoulders above the others 
for a native honesty of observation, combined with 
the power to construct an edifice of the imagination. 
Under a skill in the handling of pure artifice second 
to none in the history of our stage, Clyde Fitch pos- 
sessed a real knowledge of the fundamentals of char- 
acter. His treatment of feminine character was not 
alone the legerdemain of “the man who knows 
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women.” This mastery of character never eventu- 
ated into a play worthy of the insight displayed in 
its details. Fitch’s failures in plot merely indicate 
the limits of his creative conception. These must 
not blind us to his real contributions to our stage, 
the flesh and blood and nerves of the gentlemen and 
gentlewomen next door. And in his last play, “The 
City,” produced posthumously December 21, 1909, 
he breaks out of his accustomed réle of facile en- 
tertainer and writes one of the strongest American 
plays. The very heaviness of hand of Augustus 
Thomas is in his early plays a mark in his favor, for 
it is a quality of his sincerity. No man of his time 
had less of the theater in his works, more of native 
observation of life. He was always held back from 
the utmost of the theatrical by a native genuineness 
and forth-rightness. In reviewing the work of 
Augustus Thomas it is well to remember the early 
“state” plays, “Arizona,” “Alabama,” “In Miz- 
zoura,’” to which there adheres some of the native soil 
of the countryside rather than his heavy-handed 
society plays and plays of pseudo-intellectualism. 
None of these men had that reporter’s facility of 
observation combined with a cynical detachment of 
sympathy that has had so large a part in setting 
the standards of the American art of the theater. 
Thirty years ago George Ade began the composition 
of those “Fables in Slang” that for insight into char- 
acter and pungency of expression take their place 
with the best work of the “character writers” of the 
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past. I am not now interested in the slang in which 
these fables were couched, though this is an essential 
feature of their quality. Behind the slang of these 
fables there is a mine of knowledge of human char- 
acter. The best of it is that this knowledge is un- 
spoiled by the formulas of a conventional literature, 
art, or morality. George Ade was both an index 
and an influence. His popularity with the people is 
not to be despised; coteries to the contrary notwith- 
standing. The people are by no means always 
wrong. But more important than this is the fact 
that George Ade was a corrective and stimulative to 
the imaginative writer of America. Had he done 
nothing else than to supply a de-bunking test for 
American writing and psychology, his place would 
be secure. 

Our interest in George Ade as a corrective influ- 
ence in American writing is enhanced by the fact 
that he definitely turned his hand to the stage. No 
one of his plays requires or would permit revival 
to-day ; nevertheless, they were milestones in the his- 
tory of our native drama. His importance lies not 
so much in the musical plays (though of these “The 
Sultan of Sulu” had a satiric quality that gave point 
to its lighter graces) as in his comedies. In “The 
College Widow,” “The County Chairman,” “Father 
and the Boys,” we have, among a number of Hick 
types from the yokel drama of the time, an assort- 
ment of characters that were new to the American 
stage. College students, the president of the Fresh- 
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water college, the political figures of a small middle- 
western community, the “college widow” who buries 
one every commencement, the athletic hero, the new 
capitalist, the state’s attorney, the store porch orator, 
the members of the fife and drum corps, the subscrip- 
tion book agent—these characters have to-day re- 
ceded far into the past, but they have not receded 
from memory. They were hand-picked from the 
streets on which Ade walked as a young man. The 
actions in which they engaged, the caucuses, political 
campaigns, football contests, gossiping matches at 
the railroad depot and in the store, were the material 
of the life he and his neighbors had lived. Let it be 
granted that these characters and materials were 
treated with a sportive levity, that the fable of the 
play was never of the slightest significance. It 
remains that the author had brought observation to 
the theater. George Ade was a humorist. Like the 
best of humorists his humor consisted in having a 
good eye. As this was a rare endowment in the 
theater of his time, he occupies in my opinion a 
higher position in the history of our stage than the 
themes of his plays would seem to indicate. Urged 
by a self-judgment as sure as his observation was 
keen, Ade laid down his pen at the height of his suc- 
cess. His had been a pungent, corrective wit. He 
set many on the right way. ° 

A recent writer has said, “Great drama cannot be 
written of little souls.” With this dogma I thor- 
oughly disagree. The world is filled with little souls. 
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What is the measure of a soul, after all? When is 
a soul great and when small? To require that the 
drama treat only the great souls is to require that 
the drama live in the world of legend after the era 
of legend is past. Rather than agree that no great 
play can be written about a little man, I should hold 
that the little man is peculiarly the subject for a 
great play. In so far as a play magnifies a man it 
places him above the values that are common to the 
experience of all men, those values that acquire force 
from the pressures of social life. Nothing is so 
puerile, so futile, as man’s poor magnitudes. Take 
a play in which man is shown to be master of his fate 
and you have a little play. The stage has lived so 
long under the myth-making convention that even 
when it presents little men it tends to show them 
magnified beyond their station by a greater dignity 
or under a greater ridicule. It has not yet learned 
to treat the little man—that is, the average member 
of society—in his relative magnitudes as compared 
with other men. Until it does learn to do so the 
stage will not be true to life. 

I should be far from suggesting that those men 
who have done the most to introduce the little man 
to the stage have been aware of any deep purpose, 
or that they have had an artistic intent. They have 
carefully eschewed artistic intent. Many of their 
plays have been in the last degree crude; they have 
been directed particularly to pleasing and drawing 
the crowd. But as I am concerned in tracing out the 
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strains of an incipient art of the American Theater, 
I must take these strains where I find them. I can 
no more ignore a man because he makes no extrava- 
gant claims to merit than I can accept without ques- 
tion the judgment of the man who calls himself an 
artist. 

The great successor of George Ade is George M. 
Cohan. Gifted with much of Ade’s humor and clear 
vision, there is in Cohan a much larger endowment 
of hocum than in Ade. Few can equal Cohan for 
ability to see through the follies of another. Few 
can equal him in the brazen effrontery with which 
he himself employs cheap devices to win the applause 
of the crowd. For this there is but one apology. 
He knows, and he knows that the audience knows. 
There is, then, between him and the audience an 
engaging comradeship of understanding. Cohan is 
Ade stagified. He adds to some of the wisdom of 
Ade an efficient theater sense. He subtracts from 
Ade that resolute self-judgment and discretion that 
scorns to be on the wrong side with two or with a 
million. T'o the extent that Cohan goes beyond Ade 
in theatrical success he falls behind him as observer 
and artist. Cohan never achieved himself for one 
reason. He became so much a master of what “they” 
wanted that he never wanted anything overwhelm- 
ingly for himself. 

In 1914 Cohan and George Jean Nathan worked 
out and published a system of “mechanics of emo- 
tion” which is an amazingly successful summary of 
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the tricks of popular appeal in the theater. Devel- 
oping the theory that theatrical emotions are largely 
mechanical, that we all laugh and cry at the same 
things, they catalogued the emotion germs under 
three classes: (1) tears, (2) laughs, (3) thrills, and 
named some hundred tried and trustworthy theatri- 
cal expedients by which these germs could be culti- 
vated. Skillful as is this summary as a dissertation 
on the theater, it is even more valuable as a disserta- 
tion on the little man who makes up the audience at 
a play. To this little man Cohan appeals. And yet, 
because he knows the little man and can place him 
bodily on the stage, Cohan has a place in our drama 
from which he will not be dislodged. He has never 
yet written a play that is worthy of his skill and of 
his knowledge of commonplace life. He has ap- 
proached the summit of his skill only in such works 
of adaptation and collaboration as “Seven Keys to 
Baldpate” and “The Tavern.” And yet to ignore 
that strain of commonplace insight that is found in 
Cohan would be to neglect a creative strain in the 
theater of our day. Now and again in the midst of 
his theater tricks something true breaks through. 
You feel that Cohan would have avoided this if he 
could. He would rather have the applause of the 
‘‘fellers” than the prizes of the schoolmaster. In the 
very mauvaise honte of his attitude there is something 
appealing and honest. Walter Prichard Eaton calls 
attention to the fact that Cohan doesn’t want to be 
taken seriously. He does and he doesn’t. If only 
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he could put over something serious without being 
caught at it! There is in him the shyness of the 
man who has never learned to dance with the girls 
and therefore hangs around the door of the dance- 
hall jeering with the gang at the fellers inside. 
More than any one writing, he knows both Broadway 
and the country beyond. He recognizes that Ameri- 
cans are in essence small-town men, that the boy who 
presses the pavements of New York is a villager. 
There is the sense of the back-country in his work. 
There is the sense, too, of the great distances a boy 
may travel in a few jumps. 

With Cohan the play of the little man became 
established. And before long its own particular 
technique had been created. The cynical sense of the 
audience required that credibility should not be 
stretched; the self-consciousness of all of us de- 
manded that deeper emotions should not be touched ; 
a youthful optimism and a belief in good fairies 
demanded that he who walked the gutter to-day 
should ride in his limousine to-morrow. The master 
of this type of composition is Winchell Smith, closely 
followed by others too numerous to mention. Such 
plays as “The Fortune Hunter,” “It Pays to Adver- 
tise,’ “Turn to the Right,” “Fair and Warmer,” 
have in them a superficial truth; careful regard to 
the mechanism of emotion has brought this to the 
verge of falsehood. It is the same type of truth that 
caused a nine months’ amazement following the pub- 
lication of “Main Street” and “Babbitt.” It is the 
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truth as it presents itself to the mind of a precocious 
boy after he has learned something about the tricks 
and secrets of life; more important as a personal dis- 
covery than as a code of thinking. And yet it stands 
for thinking with many of us. In the text of “The 
Fortune Hunter,” as stated by one of the characters, 
can be found a whole volume of American phi- 
losophy. ‘All you have to do is to select some small 
country town, far enough away from the city, where 
you can content yourself to settle down to the simple 
life for a while and make yourself solid in the com- 
munity by your exemplary habits, combined with 
good clothes and polite manners.” In this case the 
reward is to be marriage to an heiress; in any case 
the reward is to be a fortune. These attempts to 
bring the little American to the stage are crude 
enough and the eternal tendency to falsify newly 
discovered truth is evident in them. And yet they 
will serve. In such plays as ‘Too Many Cooks” and 
“The First Year” there are hints now and then of 
permanent values. In the freshness of humor, in the 
domestic emotions, in the faithful adherence of 
theatrical motive to the motive of life, and of stage 
fate to the teachings of experience, these plays com- 
mand some admiration. They are not great art, but 
they are not lies. The stage must come down to 
the sidewalks and floors on which we live. The stage 
has no other subjects with which to deal than little 
men caught in the trap of circumstance. It can 
treat these men in many ways, but these are its ma- 
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terials. Great groups of the human family had 
formerly not existed for the theater, because they 
had been without free will. Now that they are free 
they come to have meaning for the theater. It is 
something new for ordinary people to have any in- 
terest in their own affairs. Now that they have 
obtained control, their own affairs become their only 
interest. ‘The stage is crowded with plays which to 
a Martian or to a person one generation removed 
would be of an incredible dullness because the mat- 
ters discussed are so unimportant. But to their 
contemporaries the action is illumined. The rocks 
and bowlders in the back lot behind the house have 
become acres of diamonds. 


IV 
Evcenet Waritrer—Epwarp SHELDON 


Nothing that has been said so far should imply 
that because the theater has come to treat little men 
imagination has abdicated the theater; quite the 
contrary. Imagination is in fact finding the only 
field that has not yet been exhausted. Here, in the 
motives and passions of the commonplace man, newly 
endowed with responsibilities the like of which he had 
never known before, caught in the mesh of social 
action and inter-action, there are opportunities for 
the theater richer far than the stories of lonely kings. 
This new drama can not be written by taking a 
superficial view. More than ever the admonition of 
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the critic—“See life steadily and see it whole!”— 
takes upon itself meaning. Writes Storm Jameson, 
from whose stimulating pages I have quoted before 
in this book: “The difference between good and bad 
artists becomes a question whether the artist has 
given of a superabundant vitality to re-create life, 
or whether he has merely taken the facts of life to 
manufacture his work. The first is a sign of 
strength; the latter, a sign of weakness.” Simply 
because the stage is coming to deal with the life 
lived by every man in the terms of that life, it is 
demanding of the playwright that he dig down under 
the surfaces of life. 

Two men appeared on the horizon of the American 
Theater at about the same time. They had different 
sources and their histories were quite unlike. Eugene 
Walter had gone to school to the world. He had 
been reporter, circus follower, and roustabout. He 
came to the stage, so they say, by way of the park 
bench. He was thirty when he won his first success. 
Edward Sheldon was a Harvard man. He learned 
the stage from reading, and under the tuition of the 
first of the university courses in drama. He came to 
his first success when little more than a school boy. 
And yet after they began to write, the work of these 
two displayed striking points of similarity. Both 
attacked their materials with an extraordinary in- 
tensity. They believed in the power concept of art. 
Walter never got over feeling that he could break 
through to reality if he could only buck the line hard 
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enough. And there is something to be said for the 
idea. In a time when a facile trickery seems all that 
is necessary to secure a vogue in the arts of the novel, 
the short story and the theater, something must be 
said for the man who grapples reality rather than 
merely negotiates with its appearances. After all, 
art is not organization, and truth is not reached 
through schemes of promotion. The easy measures 
of the mobilizer of forces go haltingly in art creation. 
On the other hand, the man who would break through 
“must be endowed with something besides force. 
Much of life opens itself to the interpretations of 
the motor or the kinetic values. Much of the best 
does not so open itself at all. Of the two, Sheldon 
was the first to learn that one does not make matches 
with a sledge-hammer. With all his skill Walter 
continued to treat playwriting as if it were a strong- 
arm act. 

At the time when other playwrights were tossing 
about bright-colored balls or debating sententiously 
on the problems of life, these men proceeded to raise 
chunks of reality over their heads by their own mus- 
cles. Both men broke under the strain. The stage 
has not yet supplied a man who can, like Balzac, 
carry bricks and mortar in a city of the imagina- 
tions for unceasing years. Balzac broke at sixty. 
On the stage they break earlier or they change to 
lighter stuff. 

After “Sergeant James” in 1901 and “The Un- 
dertow” in 1907, Eugene Walter came to his stride 
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in 1907 with “Paid in Full.” Thereafter he wrote 
about a dozen acknowledged plays, only three of 
which (if we omit his dramatization of “The Trail 
of the Lonesome Pine”) deserve serious considera- 
tion. Walter’s reputation rests on “Paid in Full,” 
“The Easiest Way,” and “Fine Feathers.” 

Walter is a positivist. He subscribes to the doc- 
trine more common a half century ago than to-day, 
“Character is fate.” The entire action of his plays 
develops from the characters themselves. This type 
of playwriting implies a definite and rather re- 
stricted conception of human values. Character to 
Walter was represented by the moral forces of 
stamina, steadfastness, and fidelity. He has no in- 
terest in, he is not aware of, the romances of char- 
acter that lie outside of these attributes. As 
this was his interest in the character, it followed 
then that this was his interest in the play. His 
plays were studies of the moral stresses between 
characters. 

Because Walter is so much interested in character, 
and rests his play upon character, he is extraor- 
dinarily careful in building up a conception of the 
character in the minds of the audience before the real 
action begins. There is something implacably logical 
in his insistence that all the elements of the denoue- 
ment should be found in the characters, that no room 
be left for chance. And he never permits his forces 
to run at loose ends, or, commits the sentimental 
crime of blaming the sins of the individual on society. 
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To guide his own thinking in the composition of 
his play, Walter worked out a complete scenario of 
' the life of the characters before the opening of the 
play. This outline for ‘““The Easiest Way” has been 
printed. The character of Laura Murdock as out- 
lined in this Description of Characters is of such a 
nature as to stipulate the catastrophe of the play. 
Such a character could not escape. 

“A woman of intense superficial emotions, her 
imagination was without any enduring depths, but 
for the passing time she could place herself in an 
attitude of great affection and devotion. Sensually, 
the woman had marked characteristics, and with the 
flattery that surrounded her she soon became a 
favorite in the select circles who made such places as 
“The Poodle Dog’ and ‘Zinkland’s’ famous. In gen- 
eral dissipation she was always careful not in any 
way to indulge in excesses which would jeopardize 
her physical attractiveness or for one moment 
diminish her sense of keen worldly calculation. 

“In time she married. It was, of course, a failure. 
Her vacillating nature was such that she could not 
be absolutely true to the man to whom she had given 
her life, and, after several bitter experiences, she had 
the horror of seeing him kill himself in front of her. 
There was a momentary spasm of grief, a tidal wave 
of remorse, and then the peculiar recuperation of 
spirits, beauty and attractiveness that so marks this 
type of woman. She was deceived by other men in 
many various ways and finally came to that stage of 
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life that is known in theatrical circles as being 
‘wised up.” 

“At nineteen, the attention of a prominent the- 
atrical manager being called to her, she took an 
important part in a New York production and im- 
mediately gained considerable reputation. The fact 
that before reaching the age of womanhood she had 
had more escapades than most women have in their 
entire lives was not generally known in New York, 
nor was there a mark upon her face or a single coarse 
mannerism to betray it. She was soft-voiced, very 
pretty, very girlish. Her keen sense of worldly 
calculation led her to believe that in order to progress 
in her theatrical career she must have some influ- 
ence outside of her art and dramatic accomplish- 
ment, so she attempted with no little success to in- 
fatuate a hard-headed, blunt and supposedly invin- 
cible theatrical manager, who, in his cold, stolid way, 
gave her what love there was in him. This, however, 
not satisfying her, she played two ends against the 
middle, and finding a young man of wealth and posi- 
tion who could give her, in his youth, the exuberance 
and joy utterly apart from the character of the the- 
atrical manager, she adopted him and for a while 
lived with him. Exhausting his money she cast him 
aside, always spending a certain part of the time with 
the theatrical manager. The young man became 
crazed, and at a restaurant tried to murder all of 
them. 

“From that time up to the opening of the play 


Interpreters of the American Scene 163 


her career was a succession of brilliant coups in gain- 
ing the confidence and love, not to say the money, of 
men of all ages and all walks in life.” 

Not only does Walter give this attention to a lead- 
ing character. Effie St. Clair is of only secondary 
importance in the play, but her past history is pre- 
sented with the same hardness of outline: 

“Kiffie St. Clair is a type of a Tenderloin grafter 
in New York, who, after all, has been more sinned 
against than sinning; who, having been imposed 
upon, deceived, ill-treated and bulldozed by the type 
of men who prey on women in New York, has turned 
the tables, and with her charm and her beauty has 
gone out to make the same slaughter of the other 
sex as she suffered with many of her sisters. 

“She is a woman without a moral conscience, whose 
entire life is dictated by a small mental operation. 
Coming to New York as a beautiful girl she entered 
the chorus. She became famous for her beauty. On 
every hand were the stage-door vultures ready to 
give her anything that a woman’s heart could desire, 
from clothes to horses, carriages, money and what- 
not; but with a girl-like instinct, she fell in love with 
a man connected with the company, and during all 
the time that she might have profited and become a 
rich woman by the attentions of these outsiders, she 
remained true to her love until finally her fame as 
the beauty of the city had waned. The years told on 
her to a certain extent, and there were others coming, 
as young as she had been and as good to look at; 
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and where the automobile of the millionaire had once 
been waiting for her she found that through her 
faithfulness to her lover it was now there for some 
one else. Yet she was content with her joys until 
finally the man deliberately jilted her and left her 
alone. 

“What had gone of her beauty had been replaced 
by a keen knowledge of human nature and of men, so 
she determined to give herself up entirely to a life 
of gain.” 

These descriptions, long as they are, are necessary 
as showing the care with which Walter builds up the 
characters of his plays. Given this conception of 
character and of the imprint of character on circum- 
stance, it follows that these plays possess certain 
qualities of strength along with no less striking limi- 
tations. The action of all of Walter’s plays operates 
within narrow restrictions. As a critic and exponent 
of life as a whole he is not to be trusted. He must 
either love or hate. His characters are “all of a 
piece”; he judges them summarily. He has no 
interest in the internal struggle, the contest of 
dividing forces in the individual. There is in his 
attitude toward people much of the all-wise cynicism 
of the newspaper man. Never rising to irony, his 
attitude is that of gruffness, of the sneer. He par- 
ticularly despises the weaker brother or sister, the 
welcher, the four-flusher. For such an one Walter’s 
scorn is scathing. His cruelty in judging: ideas, 
standards, pretensions, has drawn to him credit for 
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the possession of an uncompromising passion for 
truth. For my part I should trust his truth more if 
it were less simple, if his judgments were more 
kindly. In his pursuit of the brutal truth I suspect 
that he has come to over-emphasize the brutal, to 
underrate the truth. There are times when truth is 
stark, when it sears the soul, burns through surplus 
tissue. ‘There are times, too, when truth is tender. 
The more art is true the more it excuses. Walter 
excuses nothing; his sense of blame is strong. 
He has but one moral law. It is “Withstand!” All 
his plays are variations of this. In “Paid in Full” 
Joe Brooks is not enough of a man; he cannot stand 
the simplest tests of manhood. So the author puts 
him through his three hours of torture and shows him 
up for the craven he is. This play was produced 
February 25, 1908. Without doubt it is one of the 
outstanding plays of the period on account of the 
moral intensity the author applied to his theatrical 
judgment. Laura Murdock, of “The Easiest Way,” 
does not love enough, is not strong enough. ‘The 
author has shown by his meticulous analysis of her 
career of what stuff she was made, but his scorn is 
no less biting when she is shown up to be what indeed 
she is and always has been. Walter shows his moral 
predilections when in a letter to Montrose J. Moses 
(published in “Representative Plays by American 
Dramatists”) he writes “Incidentally I do not think 
much of it (the play). To my mind a good play 
must have a tremendous uplift in thought and pur- 
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pose. “Ihe Easiest Way’ has none of this. There is 
not a character in the play really worth while with 
the exception of the old agent.” To the present 
writer he once compared the play unfavorably with 
“Paid in Full” and “Fine Feathers,” because while 
these latter treated the commonplace bread-and- 
butter temptations of life, ““The Easiest Way” dealt 
only with sex passion as expressed in weak men and 
women. With Walter’s requirement of uplift for a 
play I venture to disagree. Such a requirement 
places an unnecessary burden upon the dramatist. 
Walter’s desire to make his every action morally sig-. 
nificant is the greatest blemish to his art. It places 
a harness upon his observation and binds his action 
within a narrow round. 

After writing several plays of pure melodrama, 
of force from which even morality had been lost, 
Walter came back in “Fine Feathers” (produced 
January 7, 1913) to the censure of the frivolity 
of a vain woman and the weakness of a too com- 
plaisant husband. In “Just a Woman” (1916) he 
gives again a picture of a faithful woman who with- 
stands. In spite of his ability to judge women 
harshly, Walter belongs to the chivalrous school of 
writers. Woman is the weaker vessel. Her strength 
is the strength of the spirit. She has not had the 
discipline of responsibility that man has had. All 
the more honor then to her when she proves herself 
at once fine and firm. Walter had learned to go 
beyond the reporter in applying a creative intensity 
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to his work. But he never learned in what deep mines 
true morality lies hidden. His plays derive a theatri- 
cal force from the lack of discrimination with which 
they are conceived. Even at their best they never 
achieve the finality of human documents. 

Few American playwrights have shown as wide a 
diversity of style as Edward Sheldon and as wide a 
difference of quality. He has written three plays in 
as many different fashions, which stand among the 
best plays of the period. On the other hand, he can 
and does on occasion produce complete failures, 
plays that have excellence neither of conception nor 
of execution. Edward Sheldon was born in Chicago 
February 4, 1886. He took his Bachelor’s Degree at 
Harvard in 1907 and his Master’s in 1908. The 
same year he submitted to Harrison Grey Fiske for 
the use of Mrs. Fiske, the play “Salvation Nell.” As 
submitted, the play was far too long and it presented 
no evidence that the author knew anything about the 
stage of a theater or the ways of the profession. 
Nevertheless, it showed such a graphic power of 
observation and such an unspoiled sense of dramatic 
values that its qualities were immediately recognized. 
Much cut and drawn together, the play was pro- 
duced at Providence, Rhode Island, November 12, 
1908, and in New York, November 17. 

Edward Sheldon owed a great debt of gratitude 
to Mr. and Mrs. Fiske for recognizing the qualities 
of his play in a crude manuscript and for realizing 
these qualities in the production. The play as pro- 
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duced was appreciably the result of the loving and 
expert collaboration on the part of the producer and 
the star. It was a case in which a budding talent had 
the benefit of a sympathetic codperation at its incep- 
tion. Years passed before Sheldon turned out a 
play that equaled this first play either for interest 
or for the successful execution of his plan. And he 
never again did a work with the close observation and 
the emotional urgency of this first play. It would 
be difficult to magnify the promise held out by “‘Sal- 
vation Nell” upon its first production. The gift that 
Sheldon first brought to the stage was the ability to 
see reality free from the convention of the theater 
and to distil drama from this untheatrical reality. 
The play takes in the American theater something 
of the place occupied by ‘“The Selicke Family” in the 
history of German dramatic realism. Had Sheldon 
followed his original flair he might have been known 
as the playwright of commonplace life. Instead, he 
becomes the highly competent, sometimes inspired 
playwright of theatrical emotion. “Salvation Nell” 
shows in their incipiency qualities that other play- 
wrights toil years to attain. The play is particu- 
larly significant in what it avoids and in what it dis- 
cards. It might have been written as a dramatic 
romance after the fashion of the plays of Henry 
Arthur Jones. The author chose to treat it as a 
hard-gnarled bit of reality unrelieved by beauty or 
fine writing. “Salvation Nell” is a story of stunted 
emotions and conceptions. Nell is a bar-room scrub- 
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woman, who lives with a man not her husband. In 
an access of fury at a lout who insults her, her man 
kills the fellow and is sent to the Pen. When he 
comes back he is the same as ever, ignorant, very 
much disposed to trust his own way and to suspect 
any way other than his own. But while he has been 
in prison a change has come over her through the 
influence of the Salvation Army. She does not 
understand all that the officers of the Army tell her, 
but—always within her limits—she accepts it as true. 
She is confused, inarticulate, but she is through with 
the old life. And she is determined to bring him 
around to her view. She stands by her position with 
a stolid faith even under threat of death. And in 
the end she wins; her stupid fidelity has won him to 
her side. 

After “Salvation Nell’ Sheldon has written about 
ten plays and has had a hand as adapter and col- 
laborator in others. Among these plays are “The 
Nigger” (1909); “The Boss” (1911); “Princess 
Zim-Zim” (1911); “Egypt” (1912); “The High 
Road” (1912) ; “Romance” (1913) ; and “The Gar- 
den of Paradise” (1913). In my opinion none of 
these requires serious consideration except “Ro- 
mance” and “The Garden of Paradise.” “The Nig- 
ger” was chosen by the directors of the New Theater 
as the fourth play on the repertory of its first season. 
It was produced December 4, 1909. In spite of a 
vein of high seriousness, this play is nothing more 
than a race melodrama with arranged situations. 
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The play makes no pretense to uncover the qualities 
of the chief characters concerned, nor does the situa- 
tion ever rise to high significance or thrilling appeal. 
A governor-elect about to be inaugurated and to be 
married learns that he has negro blood in his veins. 
He resigns his office and gives up the woman he loves. 
Practically the entire fabric of the play lies in this 
field of external action. ‘The Boss” is a business 
play, the tensions of which lie in wide palpable emo- 
tions, motives for the uplift of the slums, the work- 
ing man, and business morality. An Irish grain 
dealer aspires to handle all the grain in the country 
and to marry the daughter of his rival. Not only 
will this marriage save a father’s honor and fortune, 
but also it will serve the interests of the poor who are 
dear to the young woman. A fight develops between 
her brother and The Boss; the brother uses his influ- 
ence to call a strike of Union men. There is a 
contest of “titanic” forces, but in the end Boss Regan 
wins her love. Out of such materials as this the 
“strong” play of yesterday was made. “The High 
Road,” produced November 19, 1912, by Mrs. Fiske, 
represents the thoroughfare of an ambitious woman’s 
career. The play had novelty in that it employed 
the chronicle form. Each of the five acts is an 
episode in the career of a woman from the rural 
seclusion of her girlhood to the home of her protector 
and finally to a place as the wife of the governor of 
the state. Thrice she makes fateful decisions, first 
when she leaves her home to pursue her dream, next 
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when she decides to give up her protector, and last 
when as the wife of the candidate she is threatened 
with exposure; she does not cringe, but makes a 
clean breast of her life and wins by audacity. In the 
midst of much that is old, amid a mixture of political 
and industrial interests and banal high sentiments, 
one element of originality stands out. This is the 
introduction of the Nietzschean doctrine of the “sin- 
ner devouring his sin”. In “The Song of Songs,” 
produced 1914, Sheldon employs some of the ma- 
terial of Sudermann’s novel for dramatic use. The 
story does not lend itself to an American setting and 
the play was unsuccessful. 

It is not until we reach “Romance” and “The 
Garden of Paradise” that we come again to works 
that require serious consideration. Excellent as each 
of these is within its class, neither returns to the 
form and method of “Salvation Nell.” This play 
had been free from all smell of the theater. Its suc- 
cessors were essentially theater pieces with every 
theatrical artifice employed to the extreme limit. 
Not only has the author given up his pursuit of 
reality; he is no longer interested in truth. It is 
enough for him now if he can magnify an emotion 
or create an illusion of beauty. Both these plays 
are among the most skillful of American plays in 
sheer theatrical craftsmanship. Both are remark- 
able for sustained power of emotional expression. 
Neither one can be considered a great creative work 
of the theater. 
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“Romance” was fortunate in having a star who 
played the leading réle as if she had been born to it. 
But the play would have made its appeal with any 
capable actress. Every possible use was made of the 
appeals of theatrical sentiment, even to the employ- 
ment of a containing action in which the emotional 
mood of the entire play is established. The “dream” 
form of play, that flashes back to reveal the sub- 
stance of a man’s thoughts or of his experience, has 
become common on the stage in the last ten years. 
The form was not so common a decade ago. The 
story was sure of sympathy if only it was well told. 
Sheldon saw to it that his story was well told. 
The tales of “dear dead women,” of loves past and 
done for, of the lingering regrets of past renuncia- 
tions, never fail to draw their tear. How much more 
appealing are they if they deal with an altogether 
fascinating actress, an altogether lovable minister, 
and if the actress speaks a broken jargon and her 
career gives hints of forbidden intrigues. The 
author has not failed to use every expedient to 
heighten the allure of his play. No hard injection 
of meaning intrudes. It is a story of romantic yes- 
terday in a New York that was simpler than 
now, and more loving. The play is “Romance” 
and nothing more. It is romance compounded 
with a truly remarkable sense of what the audi- 
ence will accept and what reject. For let it be 
remembered that our audiences are suspicious of 
romance in these days, are ready to spew out of their 
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mouths a concoction that is not spiced nicely to 
taste. 

“The Garden of Paradise” resembles “Romance” 
in the imaginative energy with which, once having 
established his theme, the author develops all its pos- 
sibilities. The play is a very much bigger piece of 
work than “Romance,” though before the people it 
was rather a sad failure. The failure of “The Gar- 
den of Paradise” is not to be charged up to the play, 
except to the extent that the play went beyond the 
imaginative powers of the audience and the producer. 
“Romance” had succeeded largely because the stage 
possessed facilities for its adequate production. 
“The Garden of Paradise” failed because the stage 
did not at the time possess facilities for its produc- 
tion, or these facilities, if existent, were not em- 
ployed. Neither in acting, stage setting nor direc- 
tion did the production approach the demands of 
the play. 

“The Garden of Paradise” must have been a labor 
of love; certainly it was a labor of imaginative 
courage. It is based on “The Little Mermaid” by 
Hans Christian Andersen, and tells the story of 
Swanhild, the mermaid daughter of the Emperor of 
Under Sea, who dreamed of the great world of men 
and of the happy ones who lived above the sea. She 
has heard of little human beings who run about on 
beautiful white legs and has determined to go among 
them. The characters of the fable are of two classes, 
Sea Folk and Land Folk. The scenes are Under the 
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Sea, the Open Sea, the Shore by the Convent, the 
Cave of the Sea Witch, the Kingdom of the Blue 
Mountain, the Queen’s Bower, the Queen’s Garden, 
and the Bridal Ship. The language employed in 
telling the story is simple and unaffected, a little 
Gilbertian, perhaps, with whimsical jests, and here 
and there a laughing allusion to the sea, and to fishes 
and under-sea folk and their ways. 

On their fifteenth birthday the under-sea children 
rise to the surface of the sea. The three mermaids, 
Lona, Thorna, and Swanhild, rise above the sea and 
Swanhild sees the king. She sees men dancing and 
notices that creatures cannot be graceful on legs. 
There is something of Miranda’s exaltation in her 
question, “Is that a man who is so—so white and 
glorious??? She races the ship; lightning strikes it. 
The ship breaks up and sinks. The King is lying in 
Swanhild’s arms. “Are you Death?” he asks her. 
“IT am only a little mermaid who did not under- 
stand . . . I love you. . . . Will you give me half 
your soul?” she answers. She lays him-on the 
ground and disappears. 

In the next scene convent bells are ringing. Girls’ 
voices chant: 


A voice in the wind that blows 
From the land beyond the Sea 

Has sung to every rose 
The song it sings to me— 

To the white rose on my breast, 
To the butterflies and bees, 
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To the little birds that nest 
Among the apple trees. 


The King awakens; a dark beauty gazes down on 
him. Long ago this retreat had not been a convent, 
but a temple to a heathen goddess who had risen from 
the sea. Now the King loves the dark girl whom he 
sees in his waking vision. He and she are fated to 
carry each other in memory for long months. The 
scene shifts to the Cave of the Sea Witch; reminders 
are here of Hauptmann’s “The Sunken Bell.” Swan- 
hild swims to the Witch’s Cave, daring the great tree 
that stands at the door of the cave to trap the fool- 
hardy. She demands that the Witch give her a 
human form that she may be near the King. “Has 
age a greater joy than guiding home the love-ships 
of the young?” the Witch asks, and grants Swan- 
hild her boon, demanding only her promise that at 
sunrise on the morning after his marriage with 
another Swanhild shall come and lose her human 
form and serve the Witch as a slave forever after. 
Swanhild promises and goes. She has her dream of 
love. 

The King on his part cherishes the vision of the 
girl who had leaned over him on the island. “Are 
you not well, sire?” Lord Otho asks. And the king 
answers: “Well enough, my lord; unless it be a sick- 
ness of the mind to sit alone here in my chair and 
wish for all the things that cannot be. 

“Lord Otho: What things, sire? 

“The King: (Smiling as he points to the sea) To 
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turn these waters into purple wine—to dredge the 
heavens with a net of stars—who knows?—Perhaps 
to be a sailor boy and not the King. Dreams, my 
lord—but lovely dreams!” 

The galleons are departing on an embassy to the 
young Queen of the South. The King is to be mar- 
ried by his father’s dying wish. Swanhild appears 
at the palace stairs; she drinks the Witch’s charm, 
“White bird, is it you?” calls the king. Her sisters 
call from the Sea: 


Mermaid, mermaid, come with me, 
Night has fallen, you are free! 


She goes with the King, serving him as his page, 
and is happy loving him, he dreaming forever of his 
day in Paradise. He is to sail to-morrow to meet 
the bride whom he has never seen. On her island the 
Queen is dreaming of the shipwrecked vagabond with 
broad shoulders and strong, white arms who had 
been thrown up on shore and had rested on her 
bosom and then had gone away. She does not wish 
to wed the King. She would run away except that 
she must feed her gold fish. Then Swanhild comes 
and knows that the Queen is the King’s maiden of 
dreams. Being a faithful page she delivers the mes- 
sage that is to break her own heart and to deliver 
her to the Witch. The Queen, too, makes her a confi- 
dant, tells that she cannot marry the King because 
she loves another. But Swanhild knows all and con- 
trives to bring the King and Queen together and as 
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the two meet and recognize each other Swanhild, who 
stands above the kneeling couple, “turns and smiles 
at the distant sea.” Swanhild goes with them even 
on the bridal ship. But her thoughts are in terror 
of the things lying hidden in caves of the sea. She 
dances for them, “a sea gull skimming through the 
storm,” hearing always the tolling of a bell under 
the sea and mermaid voices calling her. With fear 
and mad delight Swanhild answers her sisters. They 
are on the gunwale beside her, their cheeks cold, their 
kisses salt. If she is to be a mermaid again, if she 
is to escape the Witch’s doom, the cave, the bones, 
the snakes, the hungry tree, she must kill the King. 
He lies before her. But she cannot kill the King. 
She throws the knife into the sea. Far away is heard 
the triumphant laughter of the Witch. But the 
Witch loses her, for the sky and sea fade and in their 
place appear the golden stairs leading to the Throne 
and at the foot of them Swanhild, dressed in woman’s 
shining robes. Laughing and weeping she mounts 
and the curtains close. 


V 


Cuaritres Rann Kennepy, Grorce Mippieton, 
Racuet CrotTHers 


George Jean Nathan once expressed a platitude 
with the force of a paradox when he said, “A play is 
never finer than the man who creates it.” We may 
extend this truism to read, “The philosophy of a play 
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is never deeper than. the philosophy of the man who 
writes the play.” \We are developing in these days 
‘a form of dramatic construction fashioned out of 
‘pure observation in which the completed product 
\stands for itself alone without any extraneous mean- 
‘ing or implication. Of such a work we are accus- 
‘tomed to say that it “throws no shadow.” All parts 
of this work are under an equal light and the work 
is to be judged as an arrangement of factors, a pre- 
sentative composition of the elements of dramatic 
construction. There is no question that such a form 
as this represents a high aspiration in artistic values. 
The possibilities of this type of “etched” realism 
_have hardly yet been conceived. Probably the best ~ 
| example of this style of composition is “What Price 
\ Glory,” by Maxwell Anderson and Laurence Stal- 
\ lings, presented in 1924. 

Whatever may be the value of this style of compo- 
sition judged by absolute standards, it remains that 
the average playwright expects to create, and_the 
average spectator desires to witness, a play that 
“throws a shadow.” Here we have to consider, not 
technique alone, but the author’s outlook. The 
play depends not alone upon the author’s hand and 
eye, but upon the formed conceptions of a brain 
that has occupied itself with the problems of living. 
In this field there is, of course, the widest divergence 
of gifts. There is a school of playwrights, excellent 
craftsmen as a rule, who seek to enhance the value 
of their observation of life by a censure of life and 
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its institutions. The stage is a platform; ergo, 
the stage becomes didactic. The situation involves 
some strange paradoxes. Men who are not in the 
least innovators, who are as conventional as the mul- 
tiplication table, begin chastising society for its sins. 
In seeking to justify their work by something out- 
side itself capable playwrights become incapable 


reformers. Social zeal encroaches upon and edges\” ~ 


x 
)/ 


out artistic discernment. Of all the faults of the 


contemporary drama in America this is the most / 


prevalent. 

Charles Rann Kennedy’s “The Servant in the 
House” was produced in 1908. The play was one of 
the events of the season and maintains its importance 
as an outstanding exemplar of a certain style of 
playwriting to this day. Charles Rann Kennedy 
was an Englishman who had transplanted his activi- 
ties to America. He had been associated with the 
more advanced movements of the insurgent play- 
wrights of England; he was married to Edith Wynne 
Matthison, one of the leading exponents of classical 
technique in acting in the English-speaking world; 
he has consistently employed his influence and his 
resources in behalf of the better traditions of the 
theater. 

“The Servant in the House” belongs to that type 
of play in which moral forces are not merely implied 
in the action; moral forces supply the action. The 
action of the play develops from the clash of moral 
abstractions. The play is therefore closely related 
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to allegory. ‘The Servant in the House” is, in fact, 
a morality, but a modern morality. To a remark- 
able degree the author accepted the implications of 
the morality. As his characters were moral abstrac- 
tions, they lacked those more indeterminate qualities 
of personality that create shadow zones in the action 
of most plays. There were no shadow zones in this 
play. The entire action was definite, categorical, 
and explicit. In form the play is as diagrammatic 
as a syllogism, which indeed it is. It is worked out 
like a demonstration in logic. The author permits 
himself no word, gesture, or action that does not 
serve definitely the purpose of his conclusion. Nor 
does he permit his action to be halted. Once it is 
started it moves without a break to the conclusion. 
While the curtain falls in order to give the audience 
time for momentary mental relaxation, the action of 
the characters is held over the entr’acts in such a 
way as to be continuous. The American stage has 
not elsewhere seen as perfect an example of adapta- 
tion of dramatic form to didactic purpose. 

In “The Servant in the House” Kennedy set a 
standard for the modern morality. He has created 
a form of play in which an analysis of the moral con- 
tent of the age, and a moral commentary upon the 
age are explicit. The form justified itself by its suc- 
cess. After the composition of this play Kennedy 
has written several others including “The Winter- 
feast” (1908) ; “The Terrible Meek” (1911) ; “The 
Necessary Evil” (1913); “The Idol Breaker” 
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(1914); “The Rib of Man” (1916); “The Army 
with Banners” (1917) ; “The Fool from the Hills” 
(1919) ; “The Christening” (1922), and “Christo- 
pher Columbus” (1924). In addition, Kennedy 
adapted with Louis Laloy the Chinese drama, “The 
Flower of the Palace of Han.” 

These plays are of varied types. Many of them 
are short. All are marked by a high moral, even a 
sacred purpose. The author is willing to admit his 
function as priest to his age. The plays are like 
“The Servant in the House” in identifying moral 
purpose with their characters and action. But they 
do not do so in a manner that is as thoroughly self- 
justifying as was the manner of the earlier play. In 
this the allegory was explicit, clear, and categorical ; 
in the later plays the moral motive is implicit. Its 
trend is not always clear; it often leads to vagueness 
and mysticism. Often, indeed, the abstraction is not 
amoral force at all, but a sentiment. As a result the 
later plays are fabrics of mood; they cannot escape 
the charge of affectation and attitude, and they can- 
not claim to satisfy the clearest rational tests. They 
are little more than beautiful works, excellently 
fashioned, that leave upon us a sense of discontent. 

George Middleton played his part in popularizing 
the reading play and in giving the stamp of serious 
intent to the practice of ‘American playwriting. 
In considering Middleton’s work it is well not to 
under-estimate the craft with which he made his little 
dissertations on the new morality. On the other 
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hand, it is well to recognize that as contributions to 
thought they were quite without significance. Mid- 
dleton used the play form as a means of getting a 
group of characters to talking about their problems 
and their souls. ‘These characters were wraiths, 
without form, substance, or antecedents. They spoke 
a melancholy and allusive dialogue, their speeches 
filled with reminiscent phrases from advanced read- 
ing and “deep” thinking. No claim can be made 
that these plays take high place in the art records of 
our theater. And yet they served their purpose. 
And Middleton himself must be granted respect 
beyond that paid to anything he has done, for the 
reason that he had the vision of a serious play ap- 
pealing to the minds of serious men and women and 
clung to this vision until it gained currency. His 
short plays are published in various collections en- 
titled “Tradition,” “Possession,” “Masks,” ‘Em- 
bers.” “Nowadays,” and “The Road Together” are 
long plays. 

Of all the playwrights of the recent American 
theater Rachel Crothers is distinguished by the pos- 
session of a well nigh infallible formula for success. 
Rachel Crothers has had her failures in plenty, 
but few of her plays have failed to reach a stan- 
dard of availability in production. Now and then 
a play may not register heavily, but it always acts. 
A gift such as this is as a rule bought at the 
price of heavy payments to conformity. Rachel 
Crothers pays her price, but the wonder is that she 
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has kept her payments so low, that along with a sure- 
fire method she should have managed to retain so 
much of individuality and freshness of outlook. 
Rachel Crothers was born in Bloomington, Illinois, 
and was graduated in the State Normal School at 
that place. Her stage experience was gained as an 
actress and in a dramatic conservatory. Her first 
play, “The Rector,” in one act, was produced in 
1902. Following this she has written a long series 
of plays of which the most important are: “A Man’s 
World” (1910) ; “He and She” (1912 and 1920); 
“Young Wisdom” (1914); “The Heart of Paddy 
Whack” (1914) ; “Old Lady 31” (1916) ; “A Little 
Journey” (1918); “39 East” (1919); “Nice Peo- 
ple” (1921) ; and “Expressing Willie” (1923). 
Rachel Crothers has followed her course con- 
sistently. She advanced from a mastery of the re- 
sources of the everyday stage (she is no innovator) 
to a growing interest in the life that lies behind the 
stage. It is this growing interest in life, this desire 
to express something significant about life, that ac- 
counts for such croppers as she has come in her 
career. She is light in the saddle; she easily 
recovers herself; she rides gracefully, but she must 
be “significant.” It occurs that she is a first-rate 
technician and a second-rate commentator on the 
world. Her ability in her: craft has made some 
triteness seem smart; even her skill has not been able 
to pass off her profundity. Some of her idea plays 
were still-born. Her stage craftsmanship, sure as 
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it is, has not been purified of artifice. But she is 
an indefatigable student of her craft and she has in 
herself a watchful and zealous teacher. 

Miss Crothers’ first play, “The Three of Us,” is a 
thoroughly capable piece of stage-writing without 
an atom of pose or serious intention in it. It is a 
conventional enough plot of western mining claims 
and chicane, elevated by real characters and a 
healthy plot to something approaching distinction. 
In its vigorous, straightforward movement there is 
masculine method. And Rhy is that unusual thing, 
a thoroughly sympathetic girl character. I am not 
sure that in this play and in her other character and 
situation plays the author does not do her best work. 
Such plays are “A Little Journey,” in which the 
author dramatizes with skill the chance happenings 
and acquaintances of a long railroad journey, and 
“Old Lady 31” which, although a dramatization, is 
in its play form a product of Miss Crothers’ own 
skill, These plays are my favorites because more 
than any others of Miss Crothers’ work they seek 
to appear to be no more than they are. 

But such matters as these do not satisfy our play- 
wright. Miss Crothers’ interest in the problems of 
the time centered first on the problem of emancipated 
woman. In “A Man’s World” and “He and She” she 
discusses the relations of a working woman with her 
masculine mate. “A Man’s World” sounds very old. 
fashioned at this date, as indeed it was when it was 
written. Everything the author says about the life 


Interpreters of the American Scene 185 


of her woman novelist and its relation with Gaskell 
seems now trite not because it is fifteen years old but 
because it is thousands of years old. The test the 
author contrives for Gaskell is machine-made. The 
whole play starts with arbitrary situations in part 
dictated by a wish to be daring, in part by a desire 
to be deep. 

“He and She” better withstands analysis, though 
the situation is mechanical. This play was tried out 
under this title in 1911;. the title was then changed 
to “The Herfords,” iat aaa it was pro- 
duced in 1912. In 1920 it was played again under 
the first title. Here the author considers the prob- 
lem of marriage for artists. Tom Herford is a 
sculptor. Ann also is a sculptor who has led him 
into an “equality and companionship, man-and- 
woman, hand-and-hand-in-the-workshop-together” 
relationship. They have a daughter to whom they 
are devoted. Tom is working against lowered ima- 
ginative vitality on a frieze which is to be submitted 
in a competition. Ann works out an idea which she 
offers to him, but he repudiates it condescendingly. 
Submitting the plan herself, she wins the prize and 
then gives it up in order to protect her daughter 
whom she has been neglecting. The play is equipped 
with a raisonneur who expresses thoughts on love and 
marriage and duty, but the play contributes nothing 
to our understanding of life. 

Millicent, the daughter in “He and She,” for 
whom Ann makes the sacrifice of her career, is the 
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first sketch of a favorite figure in Miss Crothers’ 
plays, that of the emancipated young girl. “Nice 
People” is a play of the younger generation. Now 
children and adolescents we have always with us, 
but the young folks of the period of this play 
assumed an importance beyond their years because 
the older generation had shoved them into an im- 
portant place. By the war and the war aftermath 
there had been withdrawn the disciplines which had 
kept the human machine on the track. What won- 
der that Teddy and her companions of both sexes, 
cocktail-drinking, motor-mad, joy-thrilled children, 
should take their lead? What wonder that their 
elders should become alarmed not only for youth but 
for the coming order? The author makes clear that 
all will come out right. Speaking through one of her 
characters, she says: “The vital things of character 
don’t belong to anybody’s day—they’re eternal and 
fundamental.” And so, after trials that are not too 
severe for the tastes of the audience, Teddy shows the 
stuff that is in her, takes her destiny in her own 
hands, and by cutting loose from the company of her 
elders and returning to the soil with the man she 
loves, wins through to poise and character. Again it 
is a machine-made conclusion, but it will serve. 

Like Teddy in “Nice People,” “Mary the Third” 
is interested in trying life’s values for herself. In 
this play the author is careful to show in a succession 
of Marys that the generations do not change much, 
after all. The story is again the story of “nice 
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people.” Again youth revolts, but the revolt is not 
carried far enough to be distressing. Again the 
cocktail-drinking crowd of youngsters is shown to be 
sound at heart. Mary the Third runs away with the 
boy of her fancy with the stated desire that they shall 
_ know each other before they marry. She comes 
home in time to learn that while all may be well with 
Mary the Third, the same cannot be said for Mary 
the Second. At the end it is the younger Mary who 
has the stamina to pull the family through a nasty 
situation. 

When Rachel Crothers turned from the serious 
and always “nice” treatment of vital topics to their 
handling under the convention of comedy, she made 
a great advance in her art. “Expressing Willie” 
is as serious as any play that Rachel Crothers has 
written. It is the only play among her serious 
studies that has the power to catch at the throat. 
The medium employed by the author in this play is 
her final warranty as an artist. The play is not 
perfect comedy. There is too much mental horse- 
play; there are too many bids for a raucous laugh; 
at times it approaches farce of the crudest and most 
episodic type. And yet the underlying conception 
is one of depth and beauty. The character of Minnie 
is one of the most genuine in the recent gallery of 
the theater. Moreover, the characters are all admir- 
ably chosen as factors in the working out of the 
central theme. The play is a real marvel of light 
and adroit, yet firm, handling of gossamer strands. 
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The double motives of “self-expression ;” the devas- 
tating light thrown upon its crude egoisms; the 
genuine, soul-lifting aspiration to be done with 
fear, are well blended. It was a dangerous experi- 
ment to place the genuine manifestation against the 
false show and, while playing them on different 
moods, compel them to serve each other and the 
author’s conception. Only a playwright who was 
master of her craft could have overcome the tech- 
nical obstacles. Rachel Crothers triumphs and, for 
the first time in her career, blends her conception 
with her form in such a way that the two cannot be 
conceived apart. 


VI 
Tre Drama or SECTIONS 


Nothing better indicates the general health of 
American drama today than the diffusion of its 
creative impulse to all parts of the country. The 
material organization and resources of the theater 
still belong to the city, but its creative imagination 
is seeking out the untrodden ways. 'There is an 
artistic justice in this. The imagination flees 
too heavy and monotonous a fare. The life within 
reach of the major theatrical organizations of the 
country had been raked over and over until all 
its themes and passions were conventionalized. It 
is by no means the case that the crowded life of 
New York has less drama in it than the “great 
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open spaces.” But its dramatic values have been 
more nearly realized if they have not been exhausted. 
He who would create about the life of the great city 
a work of outstanding force must bring an in- 
creased application and skill to his task. In the 
matter of regional drama it is important that we 
should not claim too much. Truth does not vary 
at national lines nor do the great fundamentals 
of human nature change from locality to locality. 
And yet it must always be remembered that drama is 
the art in which the ultimate truth is manifested 
through the near symbol. We can arrive at the 
ultimate only by gripping the proximate. 

Recent activities for the development of a new 
American drama cannot be dissociated from local 
origins. When we note geographical divisions as 
marking differences in substance of our American 
plays we are not applying a great importance to 
these divisions themselves. These divisions are 
important only for what they suggest of uniform- 
ity of theme and substance of the plays, of accumu- 
lated legend and folk history and race qualities that 
lie behind them, and in a lesser degree, of customs 
based upon climate and habits of living of the 
people. 

Study of the substance of plays written on Amer- 
ican themes shows that they fall into four groups: 
(1) Plays of urban life, as a rule dealing with New 
York City and its surroundings; (2) Provincial 
plays, including plays on the life of rural New Eng- 
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land, New York and the Middle West; (3) Plays of 
the Great West and the open spaces; (4) Plays of 
the New South. 


Plays of Urban Life 


Of these four sections only the first is adequately 
supplied with the complex machinery of the theater. 
At least half of the serious plays produced in metro- 
politan theaters deal with the life of the city. 
But while the great body of plays produced in the 
city deal with city themes, it does not follow that 
the majority of significant plays are city plays. 
Among the memorable plays of any season a sur- 
prisingly small number are city plays. These 
plays tend to a standardization of fashion. The 
field of metropolitan life has been cultivated so in- 
tensively that it fails longer to bring forth fruit. 
This is particularly the case with realism, the powers 
of which for the imaginative depiction of city life 
appear to be exhausted. For the adequate treatment 
of the life of the city, playwrights are turning away 
from the serious methods of direct attack and are 
employing comedy, irony and the freer expressive 
forms. 

It would be impossible to mention all those who 
have dealt interestingly with the life of New York 
City. As this essay makes no claim to be a com- 
prehensive history of the theater of our time, but 
is primarily a survey of vital forces, we shall not 
pretend to do so. We shall merely mention the 
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work of a few men who appear to show decided 
powers: 

At the time of its appearance in 1911 Charles 
Kenyon’s “Kindling” was recognized as a play of 
more than average importance. It was one of the 
first plays to attract the organized support of a 
group of discerning critics. In view of the powers 
displayed in this play it is unfortunate that the 
author has not continued to write for the stage. 
*““Kindling” tells the story of a sincere and lovable 
woman, the wife of a common laborer, who finds her- 
self caught in the sordid life of the tenements. The 
study of “how the other half lives” appears rather 
old-fashioned now. It offers many class conscious 
appeals, and indulges in some theatrical clap trap. 
But at heart the story is very true and very moving. 
When Maggie finds that she is going to have a child 
she connives in a theft from a wealthy patron in 
order that her child may be born and reared in the 
country far from the dangers of the city. In texture 
the play is closely knit and, except for some over- 
elaboration, is realistic and veracious. 

Gilbert Emery violates the usual rule that he 
who would capture the stage must engage it in 
youth. A graduate of Amherst, he won his spurs 
as poet, writer of stories and editor. He lived 
long abroad and knew Europe, and made himself 
as true a cosmopolite as the American drama shows. 
After serving in the army he returned to America 
and in 1921 produced his first play, ““The Hero.” 
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This play is of some interest both as a study of a 
particular type of character and as an interpre- 
tation of after-war psychology. The ability to 
be of service in war, Emery shows, is not connected 
with what is conventionally called morality in peace. 
Oswald Lane, who returns home from the war with 
medals duly earned, to bring havoc into the family 
of his brother, a plodding citizen with nothing 
heroic in his nature, is not less a hero because 
he violates the laws of decency and sportsman- 
ship. The author is careful to emphasize this 
by showing that Oswald, even after he has deserted 
his seduced victim, robbed his brother and humili- 
ated his sister-in-law, is still ready to do a heroic 
act and to die in the doing of it. He is not without 
his code, but his code is not the peace-time code. 
What shall we do with those of adventurous spirit? 
The very physical courage in them ill equips them 
for the ways of civilization. Now and then when 
civilization has need of them to save civilization, 
they are of use. Occasionally they make up the 
wanderers, explorers, pioneers. As such there seems 
to be a social place for them. But as nature offers 
fewer open opportunities of conquest, will they not 
more and more take their place among the gangmen, 
the bandits, the criminals who prey upon a society 
they are too rigorous to join? 

Two years after the production of “The Hero,” 
Emery produced “T'arnish,” a play of a more popu- 
lar theater quality but of less significance. ‘“Tar- 
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nish” reveals excellently the shabby surface of souls 
that do not wear well. The characters are well 
observed, the action is theater-made. In early 1925 
a later play of slighter texture was produced, en- 
titled “Episode.” 

Arthur Richman had his first production in a 
costume play of yesterday in New York entitled 
“Not So Very Long Ago.” In “Ambush” he re- 
vealed creative qualities of a higher order. He 
shows a middle class family caught in the “ambush” 
of temptations of the world of easy success. In 
the characters of the young girl who follows step by 
step the “easy” way, and of her father who fights 
insidious powers until he, too, is enmeshed, we have 
dramatic material of the first class. But Richman 
has not yet learned to “think through.” His plays 
are based upon the morality of the theater and 
not upon an absolute search for moral values. 
Headed in the right direction his conceptions always 
get “ambushed” in a manager’s office. He has the 
skill to write plays of first order, and he is still 
young. 

A metropolitan theme that has not yet been ex- 
hausted is the theme of “the stranger within the 
gates,” variously treated as “the unassimilated” or 
as “the melting pot.” In New York City this 
theme is concerned as a rule with the Jewish immi- 
grant from eastern and northeastern Europe. 
Zangwill had introduced this theme to the stage 
romantically in his “The Melting Pot.” The dis- 
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position has been, as a rule, to treat the theme realis- 
tically. To this class belong among others Rita 
Wellman’s “The Gentile Wife” and Fannie Hurst’s 
“Humoresque.” The German speaking and Yiddish 
theatres have introduced to the stage playwrights 
of Russian or German-Polish extraction who have 
treated the problems and traditions of a large group 
of our new citizenry. Of these Jacob Gordin in 
“The Kreutzer Sonata” and other plays created the 
most pregnant studies of the life of the immigrant 
in his new surroundings. Others including Sholom 
Asche and Ossip Dymov have lived for a shorter or 
longer period in America and have given pictures 
of life either among the immigrants in this country 
or in the ancestral homes of these races in Europe. 
These men are American dramatists only by adop- 
tion, but their work has not been without influence on 
the current of American drama. 


Plays of the Great West 


Of all the parts of the country, the West is the 
section which one would expect to have the greatest 
allure for the dramatist. And yet, as far as dra- 
matic art of the more significant order is concerned, 
the West is practically unplowed land. On account 
of its breadth and diversity, and because the average 
playwright either hails from the East or early jour- 
neys thither, the West is still in the age of dramatic 
fable. The themes are still the generalized themes 
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of the pioneer, the cowboy and the Indian. Such 
themes as these lend themselves to romantic treat- 
ment, demand it, indeed. To the average dramatist 
the West represents the region to which, after a 
devastating struggle between inimical forces, a man 
escapes to lose or to find himself. It need not be 
said that in sending a character out West the play- 
wright gets not only his character out of trouble. 
He gets himself out of trouble by dispatching 
him. As the Greek dramatist employed the gods for 
powers beyond human understanding the American 
dramatist employs the West to solve situations which 
are otherwise beyond solution. In general it may 
be said that the West has not been treated in drama 
because the field is too great. Not until it is 
shredded into its parts will the West bring forth 
great plays, and these plays will not concern the 
great West as such, but New Mexico, California, 
the mountains or the plains. The plays of Moody 
were of the Southwest. In “Wild Birds” Dan 
Totheroh has written a singularly intense tragedy 
with some of the power of Masefield’s “Nan.” Mary 
Austin in “Fire” and “The Arrow-Maker” (pro- 
duced at the New Theatre February 27, 1911) has 
written plays of the Indian, not realistically indeed, 
yet with a definite philosophy. When Miss Austin 
says, “The greatest difficulty to be met with in 
the writing of an Indian play is the extensive mis- 
information about Indians,” she is both right and 
—perhaps—wrong. She is right in stating that 
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there is misinformation about Indians, wrong in 
implying that this misinformation is any limitation 
upon the playwright. It is always the duty of 
the playwright to meet the audience on the basis 
of their common knowledge. Those factors of his 
knowledge which are wrong the playwright may be 
able to correct. Mrs. Austin throws a light on 
primitive drama when she opposes the idea of 
“creat primitive passions,” saying, “What distin- 
guishes the passion of the tribesmen from our own 
is their greater liability to the pacific influences of 
Nature and their greater freedom from the stimulus 
of the imagination. . . . When the critics are 
heard talking of ‘drama of great primitive passions’ 
what they mean is great barbaric passions, passions 
far enough along in the process of socialization to 
be subject to the inter-actions of wealth, caste and 
established religion, but still free of the obligation 
of politeness.” Neither in the case of “Fire” nor 
“The Arrow-Maker” does Mrs. Austin’s execution 
equal in value the doctrine by which it is motivated. 
Both are good reading plays; they do not succeed 
in production. In “Glory of the Morning” and 
“Red Bird” William Ellery Leonard has written two 
plays of the Indians in a romantic temper. 

One of the most promising figures in the new 
drama of the West is Martin Flavin. Martin Flavin 
has been industriously writing plays for some years. 
His plays display a truly remarkable command of 
the craft of the playwright. They are thoroughly 
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finished products when they appear in manuscript, 
and this in spite of the fact that the materials with 
which they deal lie off the main traveled road of 
the playwriting of the time. Only one of Flavin’s 
plays, “Children of the Moon,” has at this writing 
found professional production. This is an admir- 
ably developed study of the persistence of a patho- 
logical taint in a family, and the employment of 
this taint for her purposes of domination by a 
merciless and selfish woman. It is difficult to tell 
which to admire the more, the author’s exposition 
through the lips of his characters of the underlying 
situation of the play, the characterization of the 
domineering mother, or the tragic interlocking of a 
love motif with the strain of hallucination and fear. 
The play is thoroughly hard, restrained and beau- 
tiful. “The Road to the City,” unproduced but 
already fairly well known in a growing circle, is a 
free dramatization of the life of a man. In “Lady 
of the Rose” and in certain shorter pieces and lighter 
plays the author leaves the locale with which he has 
identified himself, and to his disadvantage. 


Plays of the New South 


Like the West the South has long been the senti- 
mental happy hunting-ground of the theater. 
Southern playwrights are changing all that. In 
recent years there has been a disposition to apply 
the Southern play to actual conditions. Of these 
actual conditions the most important have to do with 
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the race problem. The adjustment of races is by 
way of becoming the characteristic American theme. 
In New York it concerns the recent immigrants. 
In the Great West it concerns the Indian and the 
White. In the South it concerns the Negro and the 
White. Too commonly these subjects have been 
treated merely as the material of emotional situation 
plays. Babes of different race have been exchanged 
in the cradle, or a long-hidden taint is revealed at 
a peculiarly inopportune time. But playwrights 
are now going deeper than this. Where before they 
played on the strings of the “‘lost cause” or of race 
prejudice, they are now studying the social anxie- 
ties of the new industrial order that is replacing 
the old feudal order. In the changes of alignment 
the Negro still occupies the position of critical im- 
portance. Sometimes the dramatist treats the 
shifting industrial condition of the Negro and the 
effects of this on the life of the Whites. Sometimes 
the problem is a psychological one and refers to the 
aspirations of the black or yellow man to attain to 
higher levels of human association and of spir- 
itual development. There is a sudden flowering of 
plays that deal alone with Negro life and character. 
Eugene O’Neill’s “The Dreamy Kid,” Ridgely Tor- 
rence’s “Granny Maumee,” E. H. Culbertson’s 
“Goat Alley,” Mary Hoyt Wiborg’s “Taboo,” Ann 
Bagby Stephens’ “Roseanne,” and the appearance of 
Negro revues, indicate the entrance into our drama 
of new and rich strains that had long ago entered 
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our music, poetry and dance. The relation of the 
Negro with the White is even a richer and more 
poignant theme of dramatic art, a theme that too 
often has been treated with a careless and con- 
descending hand. The potentialities of this theme 
we have already pointed out in the discussion of 
O’Neiil’s “All: God’s Chillun Got Wings.” 

The race problem of the South is by no means 
limited to the Negro. There has lately been un- 
covered in the mountains the drama of the moun- 
taineer. Percy MacKaye in “This Fine Pretty 
World,” Hatcher Hughes in “Hell Bent fer 
_Heaven” and Lulu Vollmer in “Sun Up” and “The 
Shame Woman” have made themselves exponents of 
this tradition. It is difficult to exaggerate the pos- 
sibilities for our art of the theater of the isolated 
groups in the mountains. In the treatment of these 
people the authors have all the resources in contem- 
porary form for digging into the roots of native 
American character. 


Plays of Provincial Life 


“It is a better preparation for the career of a 
dramatist,” writes Ludwig Lewisohn, “to have 
watched the actions of a few villagers and to have 
brooded over these actions to that spiritual core 
where criticism and creation are one than to have 
read all the manuals of playwriting and stage- 
craft in the world and be an expert in lighting and 
decoration.” Lewisohn was emphasizing the neces- 
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sity to the dramatist of an intense application to 
the facts of human character at the point at which 
character is most significant and most revealing. 
This point is usually found where character is under 
the greatest pressure. If that pressure be self- 
applied, if it represent a traditional or atavistic 
self-discipline or self-repression, then the character 
so controlled is all the more rich material for drama. 
In considering the drama of New England it is well 
to remember that New England is not a geographi- 
cal district. It is a state of mind. It is a high 
pressure area on the moral barometer. New 
England covers not only the Northeastern States 
but all those areas throughout the country which 
have been populated by the descendants of the 
Puritan forefathers or have adopted their regimen 
as the rule of their lives. Under this interpretation 
New England covers a large portion of the United 
States north of the old Mason and Dixon’s line and 
east of the Rocky Mountains, excluding the large 
cities. The New England character is found in the 
small towns of New York, Ohio, Indiana, and as far 
west as the prosperous agricultural states. A drama 
composed of these materials must set truth as its 
guiding principle; if the dramatist be not driven 
by a passion for truth, if the uncovering of a hidden 
principle be not his object, then he will not choose 
this material at all. For the life of this psychologi- 
cal area offers few allurements to the playwright 
other than that of intense search. The day is past 
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when even the most frivolous stage shyster could 
take satisfaction either in caricaturing or idealizing 
his neighbor. “Know thyself” is the watchword of 
the drama to-day. 

The formulas and situations of the drama vary 
widely. In essence the subject is always the same, 
the reaction of the individual to his environment, 
the power or the weakness of the individual in creat- 
ing his destiny out of the events that crowd upon 
him and hem him in. For this kind of drama, what 
we are pleased to call the society of the provinces 
provides excellent material. Here the various types 
of social complication and pressure offer themselves 
in their most apprehensible form. In the large cities 
of the provinces (not in the leviathan of the metropo- 
lis) the interests are the impacts of economic forces 
on the individual, the quick changes in status, the 
insecurities in codes of manners and morals, the clash 
of adjustments between class and class, the perplexi- 
ties of arrangements among diverse opinions, tastes 
and prejudices. In the more sparsely settled dis- 
tricts these interests are simplified and intensified to 
deal with the pressures on the individual of tradition 
and fixed circumstance, the tedium of monotony and 
the unchanging order, the force generated by repres- 
sion, the clash of spirits too much akin. These 
things seem different; they are different only super- 
ficially. Both deal with the individual trying to 
find the key to his destiny and contending with 
powers outside and within. 
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No story is more interesting than that of Owen 
Davis. In the seventeen years before 1911 Owen 
Davis had written one hundred and fifty plays, 
including such works as “Nellie, the Beautiful Cloak 
Model,” “The Opium Smugglers of Frisco,” “On 
Trial for His Life,” “Her Marriage Vow,” “Broad- 
way After Dark,” “The Power of Money,” “The 
Gambler’s Daughter,” “The Sewing Machine Girl,” 
“The Lighthouse by the Sea,” “The Queen of Pov- 
erty Flats,” “The Burglar’s Daughter.” He tells 
us in a good-natured and cynical confession that he 
had reduced the writing of melodramas to a formula. 
There was required only a good title, which carried 
one-fifth of the success of the play, a painfully vir- 
tuous leading man, a leading woman in love with 
him, a faithful friend of the hero who was funny, 
a worthy soubrette, a villain who was wicked for no 
reason but pure cussedness, and a heavy woman who 
was in love but always unhappily. With these char- 
acters the play was written on the following formula: 
Act One starts the trouble; in Act Two things look 
bad; in Act Three the stage carpenter gets busy and 
saves the leading woman, and in Act Four the lovers 
are united and the villain is punished. Out of this 
kind of play Owen Davis had made a competency. 
And then things began to happen around him and 
within him. The motion picture knocked the sup- 
port from under melodrama, and Davis suddenly 
found that he could not write these plays without 
laughing. He proceeded to experiment with other 
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forms of writing. He dramatized “Robin Hood” 
and “The Arabian Nights” and wrote some problem 
plays, but not until he went back home to the pro- 
vincial town in which he had grown up did he find 
that he could write plays that were not altogether 
divorced from truth. Let this be understood. Owen 
Davis of the later manifestations is not held up as a 
paragon of truth and of impeccable method. He 
was too much impregnated with hocum in his dra- 
matic upbringing to be able to divest himself entirely 
of the taint. But he was so thoroughly the master 
of all stage tricks that he could, upon occasion, 
and if he would, employ tricks in the name of a 
faithful transcript of life. When he does so he 
is not guided by any hot passion for reality, but 
he does know a good thing when he sees it and now 
and then the appearance of reality is a good thing. 
Davis knows what he is doing, is moved by no 
ambition to elevate the stage; his periodic es- 
says in the drama of sincerity are a tribute to 
his own wisdom and the rising standards of the 
age. 

In “The*Detour” Davis set himself consciously to 
reproduce the life of ordinary people caught in a 
backwater of the world. The plot centers around a 
family of market gardeners on a plot of poor land 
not far from the great estates of wealth and opportu- 
nity. But they are on a “detour.” Each has his 
hunger or his ambition. Father wants more land; 
daughter wants a career; mother, who has missed a 
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career for herself, prays that her daughter may be 
more happy, Tom prays for success in his garage. 
The episodes of the story, the means by which the 
plot develops, are in the last degree mechanical and 
forced, but the characters are true to life and the 
mass impression of the play is satisfying. The fol- 
lowing dialogue sets the tone of the play and identi- 
fies two of the characters. The mother says, “I get 
so tired of sayin’ nothin’ but just exactly what’s so 
and listenin’ to folks that don’t ever mean the least 
mite more’n they say, or the least mite less. What’s 
the use of your imagination?” Tom answers, ‘Mine? 
I ain’t got any, have I?” And Helen proceeds, ‘Oh, 
I guess so—but it’s like a muscle; it gets awful puny 
if you don’t use it.” 

Tom: Vd rather have one real dollar than dream 
I was a millionaire! 

Helen: I suppose so—I’d rather have one real 
dream than be a millionaire!” 

Throughout the play no voice is raised, no comedy 
is sought for, and the effects are gained by a telling 
under-emphasis. 

In “Icebound,” produced February 10, 1923, and. 
given the Pulitzer prize, Davis turns to his own 
Maine people. In a heavily manipulated plot, with 
situations made to order, with sympathetic vice 
drawing favor away from unsympathetic virtue, 
with a dea ex machina wielding power from the other 
side of the grave, with a patient Grizzel heroine who 
draws a questionable prize at the end of the play, 
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the author has raised the entire structure above the 
value of its parts. The play lingers in the mind as 
a study of a society. The characters are “ice- 
bound.” Writing of the people from whom he had 
drawn his characters, Davis says: “In my memory 
of them is little of the ‘Rube’ caricature of the con- 
ventional theater; they are neither buffoons nor sen- 
timentalists, and at least neither their faults nor their 
virtues are borrowed from the melting pot but are 
the direct result of their own heritage and environ- 
ment.” 

Owen Davis writes of the repressions of New 
England. Zona Gale speaks for the little frustrate 
man and woman everywhere, but usually this char- 
acter has the dust of Wisconsin roads on his shoes. 
Zona Gale is one of the first proponents of the “little 
man” in our literature and on the stage. How 
better could the futile, inconsequential qualities of 
a minuscule be suggested than in such names as 
“Miss Lulu Bett” and “Mr. Pitt”? Miss Gale plays 
second to no one in her knowledge of the inwardness 
of her characters. No one writing to-day has a bet- 
ter understanding of that trait that according to 
Browning can affright even a tyrant, “sheer minute- 
ness in effect.” In this understanding there is no 
sign of conventionality ; it is all first sight. And in 
her later novels she has formulated a method that 
is as reticent and sure as her insight is infallible. 
As much cannot be said of her playwriting. Miss 
~ Gale has not yet reached the point at which she 
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takes playwriting seriously as an art of construction 
rather than verbal composition. Around a central 
character who is admirably true she groups a set 
of automatons spouting “lines” for the presumable 
ecstasy of the mob. But it happens that the mob 
does not care for lines that drop from the tin lips 
of manikins. It demands speech that is the evoca- 
tion of character. Miss Gale’s characters live only 
while they speak and only in their speech; they are 
drawn to life by strings tied to the author’s fingers. 
In its original form “Miss Lulu Bett” is one of the 
exploits of pungent condensation of recent years; 
“Birth” is one of the most deeply searching stories 
of the time. The plays taken from these works are 
but effigies of the originals. 

In a series of one-acters (“The Clod,” “Love 
Among the Lions,” “Brothers”) and later in several 
long plays (“The Square Peg,” “The Goose Hangs 
High’) Lewis Beach studied the characters of 
common people under the whip or the rein of the 
virtues and vices of everyday experience. By all 
means the most important of Beach’s plays is “The 
Square Peg” (1923), which tells the story of the 
economies, intrusions, misplaced duties of a futile 
family that is dominated by a “capable” mother. 
“The Goose Hangs High,” also a family story, is 
of a distinctly lighter vein. To something of the 
same class belongs Leon Cunningham’s “Hospi- 
tality,” which is also a story of a masterful woman. 
In this case the author contrives to show that the 
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mother was right. Walter Elwood, whose plays 
“Blight” and “Tradition” are still unproduced, 
treats family conditions in the rural districts of the 
Mohawk Mountains. George Cram Cook’s symboli- 
cal play, “The Spring,” was based on the arresting 
idea that there exists a spring buried deep under- 
ground which, if found, can be the source of concord 
to those who are divided by misunderstanding and 
prejudice. The plays of Jane Dransfield, “Joe, A 
Hudson Valley Play,” “Blood of Kings”; and 
David Liebovitz’s “John Hawthorne” and “The 
Marriage of Tony” deal with provincial life not far 
from the great city. 

In the plays we have mentioned we have by no 
means covered the works of those playwrights who 
bury their roots in the soil of a locality. No proph- 
ecies are made regarding the development of a pro- 
vincial drama in America. This hangs upon the 
will of playwrights; it also hangs upon conditions 
that are beyond their will. If the playwrights of 
the provinces are to write plays of the homeland, 
they must find production for their work. Already, 
in several localities, such production is offered. In 
Professor Baker’s workshop at Cambridge, now 
transferred to Yale (Workshop Publications) ; in 
Professor F. H. Koch’s organizations in North 
Dakota and in North Carolina (Carolina Folk 
Plays) ; in Chicago, Indiana, Missouri, California, 
Ohio, Wisconsin and Texas, groups of playwrights 
have been encouraged by the existence of local pro- 
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ducing societies to undertake the dramatization of 
the life near at hand. 


Vil 
Susan GLASPELL AND Zoii AKINS 


We have now briefly to study the work of two 
women who in their respective fields have shown 
high promise. As between Susan Glaspell and Zoé 
Akins the former has come nearer to absolute achieve- 
ment. The two are by no means alike except in 
this that both are endowed with powers of the first 
order, and in both these high powers are upon 
occasion nullified or frustrated by a confusion of 
values or a failure in artistic discipline. More than 
any American playwright Susan Glaspell bases her 
art upon psychic as distinguished from physical real- 
ity. She began as a writer of one act plays. Her 
“Suppressed Desires” won wide popularity as an 
early playful dramatization of the jargon of psycho- 
analysis. In “The People” we have a serious study 
of the wider implications of the journalist’s profes- 
sion. Her other short plays are invariably interest- 
ing and significant. But there was in her art an 
urge that compelled a wider canvas. This is not 
because her plots developed in external magnitude. 
With one exception, “The Inheritors,” all her plays 
have been developed out of a conception so minute 
and fine that it might appear to lie outside of the 
dramatic entirely. If in her handling of these her 
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craftsmanship now and then spins a little fine there 
is small cause for wonder. 

I imagine it may be said that her play “Bernice,” 
published in the Theatre Arts Magazine in 1919 
but not to my knowledge produced, is the study of 
the soul of a woman. The action of the play takes 
place after the death of Bernice but everything she 
has touched speaks of her with a clear and beautiful 
precision. Of Bernice’s house in the country the 
author writes, “You feel yourself in the house of a 
woman you would like to know, a woman of sure and 
beautiful instincts, who lives simply.” This is the 
case with all of Susan Glaspell’s characters. They 
live simply and they live deeply. You would be 
proud to know them but they would not open them- 
selves to you at the first meeting. They have in- 
tense secret lives and the force of the author’s im- 
agination is such as to give to these lives a full and 
rounded contour and even something of the warmth 
of coursing blood. Though Bernice has died before 
the rise of the first curtain the author is careful to 
show us that even in her death she is just as she was 
in life, withdrawn but not absent. I shall not try to 
outline the plot. It is profound and intense, and 
poised on decisions that are too delicate to follow 
save by the most sensitive of intuitions. 

“Inheritors,” performed by the Provincetown 
Players in 1921, covers a far wider canvas. Opening 
in 1879 on the prairies that roll back from the 
Mississippi it contrasts the visions and spiritual real- 
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ities of the pioneer days with the realized facts of a 
later time. Here we see the generations stepping 
on each other’s heels, each with its warm new and yet 
old enthusiasms, faiths and martyrdoms. With a 
wide pioneer vision of education in a new land old 
Morton establishes a college. In this he is aided by 
an exiled revolutionist, Fevejary, from Hungary. 
Later the granddaughter of the two men is called 
upon to test out in the same institution the prin- 
ciples of the founders as these apply to later days. 
The situation is a striking one; unfortunately it is 
marred by something that looks like special plead- 
ing. 

In “The Verge” published in 1922 but not as yet 
produced, we have Miss Glaspell’s best play and, 
in my opinion, one of the best plays of the time in 
English. It has been, as we have seen, always Miss 
Glaspell’s urge to push her plays to the ultimate line 
of speculation on psychic experience. This urge 
provides the theme of “The Verge.” Her heroine, 
Claire, is seeking to force life to new forms even 
through the destruction of the forms that are. Her 
passion to break beyond the verge is symbolized by 
her attempt to create new forms of plant life. But 
she is even more interested in breaking through with 
her own soul. In this quest she is of course impeded 
by the common sense humor and practicality of her 
husband, and the moral conformity of her family. 
But the final frustration comes from those nearer and 
dearer spirits who can indeed accompany her to the 
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verge but cannot break through with her. Express- 
ing her aspiration she says, “I want to give fra- 
grance to Breath of Life—the flower I’ve created 
that is outside what flowers have been. What has 
gone out should bring fragrance from what it has 
left. But no definite fragrance, no limiting enclos- 
ing thing. I call the fragrance I am trying to create 
Reminiscence.” 

Turning from her plants to the soul itself she asks 
how one can make a soul beyond any soul that has 
ever been. Her answer is that we must break 
through form. We must take a “sporting chance— 
go mad.” “If it were all in pieces we’d be shocked 
to aliveness.” Men must explode their species, make 
the big leap. We need not deny that Claire’s search 
leaves the normal and goes over into the byways of 
perversion. The language in which Miss Glaspell 
has written this play is more richly allusive than 
that of any other play written in America. In the 
passages of greatest intensity it rises to a psalm 
quality or to dithyrambic. And yet it is always 
human speech; it is dramatic in the truest sense. 
“Beauty,” she says, “is the humility breathed from 
the shame of succeeding.” 

Susan Glaspell is a very significant person indeed. 
Her structure and her dialogues are sculptured 
out of quiet. She can give. the sense of deep mental 
experience. Her characters live in their minds and 
feel in their minds. Always indoctrinated, her work 
carries the conviction that her characters themselves 
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are living through the deeps of decision. Along with 
these qualities, Susan Glaspell has others that are 
not so good. Her characters have opinions and 
convictions, but she has motives and purpose. 'T'o 
some of her plays there is added an element of intent 
that constitutes an incubus on the play. If play- 
wrights knew, in fashioning the works of their brain, 
how temporal some of their enthusiasms for quick 
reform are, they would never add these to their more 
imaginative conceptions. In Susan Glaspell’s plays 
there are some factors that are worthy of a long 
life; unfortunately these are confused with others 
which quickly pass into air. 

In an engagingly personal confession Zoé Akins 
tells us that after a series of annoying mischances in 
the production or non-production of her early plays 
she had torn up her manuscripts and had returned 
home to write what she pleased to write. Here we 
have the explanation of the whole work and career 
of this woman who, still young in years, deserves 
the epithet of “young” in a double sense. After 
twenty years’ writing for the stage she still has the 
nervous energy of beginning youth. Zoé Akins has 
had no outstanding successes before the public, 
but her career has been a success. She has written 
what she wanted to write. If she had had a point 
of view as significant as her temper is courageous 
and individual, she would be one of our greatest 
playwrights. As it is, she is one of the most inter- 
esting. 
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Zoé Akins was born in 1886 in the Ozark Moun- 
tains of Missouri. She is thus a Midlander of the 
Midlands. In early youth she moved to St. Louis. 
She joined a stock company at seventeen; wrote 
verse and plays as soon as she could hold a pen. 
And well before she was twenty she had written a 
poetic play on Isolde, a play called “The Meddlers” 
for Mrs. Fiske, and another play called “The 
Learned Ladies.” All of these came perilously 
near to production but escaped. After she had 
started to write to please her own fancy she wrote 
“Papa, an Amorality,” half a dozen short plays, 
including “The Magical City,” in which she 
sought to give a sordid tragedy an unreal, illusive 
quality by means of verse and new settings. After 
these plays had secured her the inquisitive interest 
of the public, she proceeded to write for the profes- 
sional stage, “‘Déclassée,” “Daddy’s Gone a-Hunt- 
ing” and “Greatness,” sometimes called “The Texas 
Nightingale,” and others. 

In an essay on the writing of plays Zoé Akins 
says, “Playwriting is a divine pastime.” In this 
she speaks by the book for manifestly she has enjoyed 
her playwriting. She is an omnivorous snapper-up 
of random influences. Among the infatuations of 
her youth were the Castle Square Grand Opera 
Company, Ibsen, Shaw, Julia Marlowe, Shake- 
speare and William Marion Reedy. But to Zoé 
Akins influences do not so much constitute indebt- 
edness as points of departure or stimuli to original 
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flights. Her reactions are quick and productive. 
She has a strong feeling for line and sound, and an 
equally strong revulsion from anything that offends 
her. Above everything she hates to be bored; as a 
result—she dreads boring any one else. 

Of all her plays “Papa” is the most original. It 
must be confessed that part of this originality is 
bought by achieving anarchy. This play was writ- 
ten under a strong sense of repulsion against the 
discipline she had been subjected to in seeking 
to write for production; in part, also, against the 
sham morality that dominates the stage. She seeks 
to break away from all the formalities of the theater 
and fly in the face of prejudices and taboos. She 
says, “I set out to write a play that was penetrating 
and sophisticated, but neither flippant nor cynical.” 
This play, which was produced unsuccessfully in 
1919, reminds one somewhat of the playful sophisti- 
cation of Schnitzler. A large part of the inspiration 
of this play les in turning topsy-turvy the hoary 
clichés of the theater. Papa is a worthless old 
exquisite. The plot plays upon the outworn themes 
of forbidden babies, elopements, sacrifice marriages 
‘to save paternal fortune and other such fashions of 
the theater of yesterday. It is all playfully and 
gracefully done, with no pretense of sequence or even 
of theme. ‘The emotions are purposely unreal, the 
climaxes are arranged, there are forced changes of 
feeling. Instead of the child being the object of 
solicitude, Father is the spoiled darling. The play 
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is a piece of Dresden China among comedies. The 
characters act by good breeding and without moral- 
ity. Now and then it breaks into burlesque, or 
would if there were any meaning to it all. Miss 
Akins has written no other such lawless piece as this. 
A payment cannot buy her pleasure at such a 
price. 

“Déclassée,” produced October 6, 1919, is Zoé 
Akins’ most successful work before the public, but 
by no means her best. “Technique,” she says, “is 
what enables the playwright to work out in cold 
blood what he has conceived in hot.” In this respect 
the play is an achievement. As a fabric of experi- 
ence, or commentary on life, it is without value. 
The dialogue is forceful, distinguished, colorful, aris- 
tocratic beyond that of any other of our playwrights. 
But it is dialogue that continually falls into reminis- 
cent strains, dialogue that is inspired by the love of 
words and of their sounds. And the attitudes are 
as artificial—and as graceful—as the words. 

Speaking of a déclassée one character says, “One 
is always seeing them about, and sometimes one meets 
them like this. They are always living in hotels, 
always apparently on the wing; always good-look- 
ing; always beautifully dressed; their friends are 
always people they’ve just met; they’re agreeable 
enough, frequently they’re amusing; they never 
have such things .,e)usbands or relatives or chil- 
dren; and they emerz,,/from obscurity, as detached 
from any background whatever as silhouettes cut 
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from black paper and pasted on a blank page.” 
Undoubtedly the author meant this speech to set the 
key for her chief character. But the means by which 
Lady Helen Haden achieves ostracism for herself are 
in the extreme tortuous and perverse. The author 
could not have forced the issue more, played more 
arbitrary tricks, if she had been satirizing the whole 
school of drama of “vague regrets.” But she is 
satirizing nothing. Her cynical reason is dethroned. 
She is enjoying every minute of it just as Lady 
Helen enjoys her outcast state, because it permits 
her to use with such telling effect the organ tones of 
her voice. Of course, the author knew what she 
was doing when she played upon this chord of melo- 
theater. How, otherwise, could she permit the re- 
peated refrain of “The Mad Varicks”? It is all 
very adroit, very effective and thoroughly false. 
Lady Helen has a fantastic love of gesture. Very 
good. Why, then, make her die in the midst of her 
gestures? Is not this a gesture on the part of the 
author? 'The other characters, Thayer, Solomon, 
Alice Vance, are no more consistent than Lady 
Helen. They are shifted from purpose to purpose 
as the necessities of the action demand. None of 
them has enough character to make any demands for 
himself. They are all the instruments of the 
author’s love of a graceful pose. One might almost 
believe that the author had stye ed out to make an 
“arrangement in hypocrisy.\4 1f we could only once 
catch the author’s eye while she is making her pup- 
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pet’s posture! If we could only once see her smile! 
“Life has been from the start one of those mistakes 
that sometimes happen,” says Lady Helen. Are we 
to weep at that or to smile, Zoé Akins? 

“Daddy’s Gone a-Hunting” is a tragedy of art 
life, of wandering fancies and of a woman who piti- 
fully tries to’ understand. The only way she can 
understand is to try for herself. She subjects her 
husband to a test, and he does not meet the test to her 
satisfaction. The play dares greatly in introducing 
again into a play of marital cross-purposes a child 
who dies. 

“Greatness” or “The Texas Nightingale” (1922) 
is the most consistent and objective of the author’s 
works. It is, indeed, the best essay on the artistic 
temperament in our theater. It is a study of a 
strong, ruthless, creative character who devours her 
husband and anyone else she needs, and rides “a 
magnificent thundercloud driving an invisible char- 
iot”’ over scenes that would distract a lesser mortal. 
The story is negligible; again the episodes are forced 
and arbitrary, but the play is adorned with some 
of the most brilliant dialogue in the recent theater. 

Zoé Akins began her career on a note of preco- 
city. She has continued on this note. The danger 
is that as she lives longer this air will sit less grace- 
fully upon her than it did at first. There is on her 
still a mental awareness that goes beyond experience, 
a sense of the theater as something artificial and 
separate from life. Though she loves the theater, 
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she can never quite respect it. The best of her work 
consists in individual snatches of insight that are too 
often isolated and even inconsistent with each other. 
She has not yet learned to gather up her art into a 
synthesis. She has not yet learned to discriminate 
between the inspirations she gets from life and those 
she gets from art, from books and plays, and from 
the attitudes of friends. She has the soul of an 
artist. She handles her pigment richly; her brush 
with courageous strokes. She is not timid before 
her craft. She has it in her to do something better 
than she has done. 


CHAPTER IV 

ON OUR AMERICAN COMEDY 
| I 

Remarks on Vauurs in Comepy 


“We are all going to the play or coming home 
from it,” wrote Charles Dickens. And the mood 
in which we best love to go and come is that of 
laughter. Is there behind this popular desire to be 
amused, this irrepressible tendency to treat every- 
thing with levity, a deeper principle? Does this 
demand on the part of the audience correspond to a 
need on the part of the creator? ‘To both of these 
questions I give an affirmative answer. Aside from 
pure beauty, a rare thing in the theater, comedy is 
the greatest specific of values, the best test of the 
medium of art. It is an almost indispensable instru- 
ment in the hands of the creator of art. Some dram- 
atists have achieved greatness without a sense of 
comedy; none of them but would have been better 
for its possession. 

A sense of comedy is of, particular value in the 
treatment of themes that lie outside the domains 
of comedy. It forbids overplus, it applies discre- 


tion; it fastens the soaring fancy to the ground. 
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For comedy is always concrete. Whether we take 
comedy to be derived from “sudden glory” or from 
the “play instinct” its inspiration and its expres- 
sion are always found in the here and now. Comedy 
does not concern itself with phantoms or myths or 
gods; it cares nothing for symbols or allegories; 
at its advance mysteries disappear. 

In the world of art, comedy has saved much; by 
what then can it be saved? For comedy, too, has 
its dangers. As presentative art tends always to 
lose itself upward in metaphysics, the art of comedy 
tends always to degrade itself to burlesque or cari- 
cature, or to formalize itself into a shell. While the 
passions of the serious theater need, so to speak, to 
be “held down,” the motives of laughter need always 
to be “keyed up.” Comedy of itself is not enough. 
Comedy has no existence, save as a spirit, a method 
of attack. ‘The comic spirit is a method of judg- 
ment applied to the substance of life. But comedy 
does not supply that substance. The danger of 
comedy is that a formula of treatment comes to be 
elevated to the dignity of the substance of life, or 
that laughter which should be the sign of mental 
recognition becomes only an automatic cackle. 
Comedy formalized, stereotyped, is less than nothing. 
Comedy in the true sense exists only as it applies 
itself to a vital issue which ‘ isolates, identifies and 
illuminates. 

If these things be true, ae it must appear that 
much that goes under the name of comedy is not 
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comedy at all. We in America have had much that 
roughly passed for comedy, little that supplied illu- 
mination of the comic spirit to vital issues. The 
American stage, like American life, has not wanted 
for laughter. We have been willing to subject all 
the holies to satire. We even enjoy fun, or did until 
recently. And yet we have not attained that sure 
discrimination of values by which only can the dis- 
criminations of laughter be validated. There are 
many reasons for this. Chief among them is the 
fact that our technique of comedy has not been 
derived from a study of our own issues. A fairly 
self-critical people, we have not erected our criti- 
cism into a native code of judgment. In writing 
our comedies we have borrowed the formulas which 
were created in other lands and for other times. 
Our sense of the comic continually wars against our 
practice of comedy. We have tried to impose upon 
our comic sense a set of standards that are them- 
selves the proper materials for comedy, so widely 
separated are they from the right reason. High 
comedy, so called, remains a synthesis of the atti- 
tudes of the past. It is a mere effigy of judgment. 
In pointing a finger it points to the dead. And its 
laughter is that most cruel and pointless of all, a 
laughter that satirizes only our memories. 
Certainly what we need to do is to elevate our sense 
of comedy into a technique of comedy. ‘This is not 
to be done easily or quickly. Everywhere through- 
out the world there has been an undermining of the 
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values upon which the practice of comedy has been 
postulated. 'The old comedy passed away with the 
old fundamentals by which men lived. Not until 
we have achieved again an authority of taste, a work- 
able hypothesis of truth, can we create a style of 
comedy that is everywhere acceptable and everywhere 
recognizable. Our judgments to-day are too much 
involved with personal predilection to permit a uni- 
versal standard of laughter. Comedy is the product 
of detachment rather than of participation. Com- 
edy can neither be written nor enjoyed by one who 
cares deeply or is charged with the responsibility of 
choice. Until we are able to achieve a recognizable 
and acceptable standard, comedy will continue to 
be as at present, either an imitation of old forms 
of judgment or it will be a tentative and individual 
assay of values. There is no doubt that of the two 
the latter more nearly approaches the heart of the 
comic muse. 

The composition of high comedy in America has 
been so thankless a task that few have been willing 
or able to undertake it. The composition of this 
style of play demands the assumption on the part 
of the author of standards that he must support 
alone. These standards are those of taste and grace 
of manner as based upon differentiations in class. 
In his respect for these standards the author can 
presume upon the sympathy of only a small minority 
of the audience, and this is too often the sympathy 
not of experience but of tradition. The game of 
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manners provided the finest sport in the world. And 
it was of the essence of the game that the rules 
should be applied to oneself. As long as this game 
was played by men and women who were born to 
it, it was of the very essence of comedy. But Amer- 
icans are not born to the game of manners. Comedy 
based upon such a code is more than an anachronism. 
It is untrue to the fundamentals of our life. The 
conditions which created the comedy of manners 
ceased in Europe a century ago, except as touching 
an ever lessening group. Except for isolated dis- 
tricts here and there these conditions have never had 
any place in this country. The man who tries to 
use this form for the treatment of contemporary in- 
terests is like the modern musician who plays upon 
a clavicord. He may bring forth sweet sounds, but 
he is sadly restricted by his medium. 


II 
Lancepon MitrcHEeLL anp JEssE Lyncn WititaMs 


The only American writers who have handled the 
comedy of manners with aristocratic pen are Lang- 
don Mitchell and Jesse Lynch Williams. The for- 
mer is altogether true to type; the latter, while 
maintaining his aristocratic poise, diversifies his 
form in such a way as to make his play a fabric of 
intellectual conceptions. Both men play rigorously 
within the limits of good breeding. The tasks they 
have undertaken are of great weight. They have 
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accomplished them effectively. But they have been 
pulling against the tides and the sun. For the 
treatment of the interests of a busy practical day 
they have chosen a single track medium which moves 
forward only through speech. Their themes are, as 
always, marriage or the relations of men and women 
outside marriage. For the development of these 
themes the authors permit themselves only the pre- 
cise speech of convention-bound men and women. 
The life we are shown never transgresses the bounds 
of a witty, allusive, graceful talk. This life has 
no other dimension, no other expression, no other 
form, than that created for it by the conversation 
in well chosen syllables of highly articulate men and 
women. By an insistent convention it is understood 
that everything relevant must somewhere be said. 
That which is not spoken does not exist. The plays 
of Langdon Mitchell and of Jesse Lynch Williams 
are rare achievements, made all the more noteworthy 
by the fact that the authors caged themselves within 
the formulas of yesterday. 

It was at the Fifth Avenue Theater on September 
12, 1899, that Mrs. Fiske produced “Becky Sharp,” 
a dramatization by Langdon Mitchell of episodes 
in Thackeray’s novel, “Vanity Fair.” For the pur- 
poses of this re-creation of the life of the past as 
related in Thackeray’s pages Mitchell’s form was 
admirably chosen. “Thackeray on the stage — 
Thackeray, the charming cynic, Thackeray the 
lachrymose sentimentalist, Thackeray, the inimitable 
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humorist, Thackeray, the great literary artist! 
How in the name of Apollo are all these precious 
essences to be tasted on the large, empty plate of 
the theater?” asks Huneker. The fact is that 
Mitchell succeeded where others had failed. He did 
not put all of Thackeray on the stage. What he 
did transfer was acclaimed even by the Thackeray 
lovers as no desecration. 

It was in “The New York Idea,” produced by 
Mrs. Fiske at the Lyric Theater, November 19, 
1906, that Langdon Mitchell came before the Amer- 
ican theater public with a comedy of his own con- 
triving. The occasion was in every way a notable 
one. The cast was distinguished, including Mrs. 
Fiske, John Mason, William B. Mack, George 
Arliss, Ida Vernon and Emily Stevens. Nine years 
later, on September 28, 1915, the play was revived 
by Grace George: 

For weight, for craftsmanship, for raciness of line, 
for lusty conception, this play takes its place with 
the best comedies of its order written in our times, 
and is beyond comparison with any other play of 
its type written in America. There cannot be the 
slightest doubt that the play will last in our drama, 
for though we have gone beyond the particular con- 
ditions outlined, this fact only emphasizes the uni- 
versality of the “idea.” From the notes published 
in connection with Montrose Moses’ edition of this 
play in “Representative Plays by American Drama- 
tists” I quote the author’s own confession: ‘When 
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I was writing the play I had really no idea of 
satirizing divorce or a law or anything specially 
temperamental or local. What I wanted to satirize 
was a certain extreme frivolity in the American 
spirit and in our American life—frivolity in the 
deep sense—not just a girl’s frivolity, but that pro- 
found, sterile, amazing frivolity which one observes 
and meets in our churches, in our political life, in 
literature, in music. . . . Our frivolity is, I feel, 
on the edge of the tragic. Indeed, I think it is 
entirely tragic, and there are lines, comedy lines, in 
‘The New York Idea’ that indicate this aspect of 
the thing.” 

It was therefore essentially as a serious undertak- 
ing that Mitchell attacked the composition of this 
play. He has himself elsewhere notably expressed 
the ideals that he would have govern an American 
art: 

Oh, I would have you look 
With judgment on your life, and not to brook 
The less in art, as not in truth ;—forgive 
Much in you now I can, never that you less live! 
I may put by whatever choice of themes, 
But not this air of being by rich dreams 
Roofed over, and floored under, and walled in. 

To a Writer of the Day. 


This seriousness of motive is manifest not only in 
the moral structure of the play—few plays are so 
thoroughly bulwarked in moral principle; it shows 
also in the action plot. In a sense the plot of the 
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play is highly mechanical. The meetings and ex- 
changes on the part of persons who would be pre- 
sumed not to meet are partly an expression of the 
New York “idea,” they are partly an expression 
also of the author’s necessity. Such a whipping and 
marshaling of the characters by authorial fiat would 
hardly be forgiven were it not that we recognize that 
what the characters do is unimportant beside what 
they represent. In other words, the meaning is the 
thing. This being the case, what the author had to 
do was to express his meaning in an unflaggingly 
interesting manner. The vitality of the theme de- 
pended upon the vitality of the characters, and this 
depended upon the vitality of line and dialogue. It 
is surprising how little of the interest of the play 
depends upon situation and how much depends upon 
the revelations of truth and character contained in 
the lines. The characters were keyed to their highest 
tension of self-revelation. The character himself is 
of less importance than is the vitality with which he is 
realized. The motives of society are indeed stripped 
bare,—its selfishness, its show, its false honesty and 
false virtue, the eternal willingness to think the worst, 
the grudging disposition to think well of another. 
The unpardonable sin is to marry for love. Social 
necessity will force any convention, even the conven- 
tion of meeting and being friends with the discarded 
mate. But while ugly facts can be accepted, they 
must always be cloaked in the mantel of fine, laconic 
phrase. Happily this gives rich opportunity to the 
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author’s powers of epigram. “At what hour did you 
say the alimony commences?” Sudley asks. Another 
character speaks of the “halcyon calm of second 
choice.” Philip and John discuss the second mar- 
riage of the wife of one to the other under cover of a 
discussion of horses. ‘“‘She’s a dangerous mare... . 
as delicate and changeable as a girl. I’d hate to leave 
her in your charge.” And elsewhere the trainer com- 
plains, “Ah, madam, when husband and wife splits, 
it’s the horses that suffers.” 

As has been said, the story is of the slightest. The 
exchange of wives is too condensed a formula to rep- 
resent the true inwardness of the change that is 
taking place in the relations between men and women. 
But this true inwardness has in this play another 
expression. It is found in the complex character of 
the play, in the mood which is involved of different 
motifs, the surface motifs all cynicism, the sub-sur- 
face and the submerged tending to, and sometimes 
breaking over into, tragedy. “I know not where to 
look for a speech of profounder ironic implication,” 
says William Archer of one of the passages. I would 
go further and say that I know not where in Ameri- 
can drama we are to find speech of such ironic impli- 
cation. The play has been well recognized abroad, 
although when produced in London it was played as 
farce! England and the Continent are determined 
not to accept our art at its best valuation. They 
roar over our snappy “success” comedies, but they 
cannot believe that “The New York Idea” is as good 
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in its order as the best done in England in its time; 
and Eugene O’Neill is too “intense” for their taste. 
The play was done.by Reinhardt at the Kammer- 
spiel Theater, Berlin, October 7, 1916. It has been 
translated into Danish, Swedish, Hungarian, and 
half a dozen other languages. Mitchell has only 
once again taken up his pen, in dramatizing “Pen- 
dennis” for John Drew in 1917. 

Mitchell succeeded as well as any man living could 
succeed in writing a Congreve play for the nine- 
teenth Century. He succeeded, that is, in forcing 
the substance through the lips and actions of a group 
of unwilling characters. In compelling his charac- 
ters to play the game of a poised nicety of decorum 
he was creating a beautiful imitation of a Restora- 
tion piece of furniture, he was giving a dynamic per- 
sonal reaction toward life. He was not—quite—cre- 
ating a work of art with the stamp of the age. “The 
New York Idea” stands out as a lovely monument. 
Throughout the play the author lacked one aid that 
the author of a play ought to possess. He lacked the 
sense of urgency in his characters that would force 
an action even outside of the author’s will. This lack 
is shown in the speech of the characters. When 
Etheredge and Wycherly and Congreve wrote their 
comedies, speech was a joy. The human tongue had 
but lately been released from the gyves of blank 
verse, the heroic couplet, and an affected prose. Now 
the toes of language first touched the ground and 
began to dance a graceful measure. When Oscar 
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Wilde and Langdon Mitchell performed their feats 
of revival, language had become weary. It danced 
only at the whip. The tongues of characters spoke 
indeed, but only at the expense of much prompting 
on the part of the author. One can almost imagine 
these characters saying to the author what so many 
heroines of the drama of revolt have said: “I want 
to live.” They must have been tired of being locked 
in the prison of words. They must have wished to 
break out of the leash of manner, free their impulses 
to action, and break the scheme of the play to pieces. 

When Jesse Lynch Williams started to write 
comedy, he undertook a task somewhat similar to 
that of Mitchell, but he based it upon a slightly dif- 
ferent convention. With Mitchell the convention 
had been “manner.” Any conception that was real- 
ized had to be “put over” the barriers of an artificial 
and largely arbitrary standard of decorum. These 
characters were not interested in their own fates, in 
their characters or predicaments. They were bored, 
and they covered their boredom with epigrams. 
Jesse Lynch Williams created a new and more timely 
convention. His characters were interested in them- 
selves as specimens. Their destiny was in their 
hands, and while they were going to pursue their 
destiny with a certain regard for appearances, they 
were honestly concerned in getting down to the truth 
of the dilemmas in which they found themselves 
caught, in talking them over and coming to conclu- 
sions. Manifestly this form of comedy, while closely 
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related to the former, is much more in accord with 
the canons of responsibility and free will. 

Williams does not provide a new style of comedy. 
He only provides a new motive power for the old 
comedy. Like the personages of Mitchell’s play, his 
characters have only one outlet of escape, and this 
is through a trickle of words. But he has done much 
in supplying these words a new energy. While in 
Mitchell speech had been at best a game, and like 
all games a bore, in Williams speech became an ad- 
junct to “straight thinking.” Within the narrow 
limits set up by their understandings, these charac- 
ters are determined to think through. They are 
determined, also, to express their thoughts without 
fear or too much self-consciousness. They live in a 
time that is very much concerned with its own pro- 
cesses, that tells itself that it is re-valuing values. 
All of this is a great aid to an author who must bring 
his play to pass on the tongues of his characters and 
must in so doing maintain a level of niceness and 
grave good humor. 

Jesse Lynch Williams was born in Stirling, Illi- 
nois, August 17, 1871. He was graduated from 
Princeton in 1892. He has written comparatively 
little, but what he has written has been marked by 
standards of elevated taste and a transparent hon- 
esty of conception. He first,attracted attention with 
his short stories, and published two collections en- 
titled “Princeton Stories” (1895), and “The Stolen 
Story” (1899). An interest akin to that of Mere- 
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dith in the more delicate features of the relations 
between men and women culminated in the long 
novel, “The Married Life of the Frederick Carrolls” 
(1910). His comedy, “Why Marry?” on the 
same general theme was begun as fiction but was 
developed into a stage play, first entitled, “And So 
They Were Married.” First produced at the Ameri- 
can Academy of Dramatic Arts, this play after its 
subsequent professional production in 1917 ran for 
two years. 

If comedy means the arrangement of the lines of 
human motives in graceful and arbitrary contours 
in order to reflect a coherent criticism of life, Jesse 
Lynch Williams is undoubtedly the first writer of 
comedy in America. While he is keenly regardful 
of the design of his composition, the source of his 
comedy is always an inner essence and not an artifi- 
cial agglomeration of laugh lines and sure-fire situa- 
tions. In many respects Williams is like Meredith. 
He is a comedian of fine flavors. But there is an 
important difference which refers more to his en- 
vironment than to his own method. He was reared 
in a country in which the quiet, almost unsmiling 
comedy of the deeper essence is practically unknown. 
Whatever poise he has achieved has been at the 
expense of tremendously hard work. His plays are 
the products of frequent re-writings, each one rep- 
resenting a deeper stage in his understanding of his 
characters and their situations. He has not been 
able entirely to clear his plays of the evidences of 
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hard work. Angularities and forced postures appear 
here and there. Like Meredith, Williams is not con- 
tent to permit his works simply to develop a situation 
and there rest. He seeks outside the work and be- 
yond it a conceptual value. He is more interested 
in what his play implies than in what it displays. 
More than this, he seeks by the careful choosing of 
his characters and the arrangement of his action to 
cover all aspects of the theme. He is very anxious 
not to be charged with special pleading, nor with 
disregarding anything important to the understand- 
ing of the problem. Nor can he be so charged. But 
his plays pay the price of his detachment and his 
catholicity. They appear to be scaled to a sympo- 
sium rather than to the action of a play. Revealed 
truth becomes more important than the revelation 
of truth. 

“Why Marry” is a comedy of such clean-cut and 
diagrammatic situation as to approach in structural 
respects to farce. It is, in fact, a higher type of 
farce in which the ends are not momentary laughter 
but deep understanding. Farce calls for the moving 
of men and women as puppets across the stage to get 
effects of laughter and surprise. This play calls for 
the moving of men and women as puppets across the 
stage to get effects of sympathy and insight. In 
spite of everything that can be said for Williams’ 
characters, I insist that they are puppets. The 
ordinary good play takes upon itself meaning by the 
humanity of its characters. These characters take 
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upon themselves humanity by their meanings. The 
author is interested first of all in presenting a pic- 
ture of marriage as an institution, not any particular 
marriage, but marriage in general. And the picture 
the author presents is sufficiently devastating. The 
cross currents of opposition to marriage are all rep- 
resented. Legalized prostitution, boredom, frustra- 
tion of will, the dominance of the weak over the 
strong—all the charges against marriage are faced. 
No problem play has presented a more terrifying 
view of marriage than does the author of this play. 
He literally says not one word for the institution. 
All the couples represent some phase of fundamental 
discontent. The author spares no pains, and softens 
no blow. And his courage is well advised. After 
saying and implying everything that can be charged 
against marriage, there comes the final question: 
What then? What have we to offer instead of mar- 
riage? Everything that can be said against mar- 
riage can be said against life. Yet few of us choose 
not to live. The greatest castigators of marriage, 
of woman, have been the much-married men like 
Strindberg. Is there comedy in that? ‘There is 
unless you wish to take it tragically. Williams 
chooses to take it in a spirit of comedy. He shows 
at the end of the play all the couples who have been 
in one way or another tugging at the leash safely 
united in dis-union. He shows them married because 
he can think of nothing better for them to do, and 
he can think of nothing better because man in all 
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the ages has thought of nothing better. Rex does 
not want to get married because he wants to go on 
with his affairs, but marries nevertheless; Jean loves 
another, but lacking him, marries anyway; Lucy is 
weary to death of a husband with a mind of the 
Pleiocene age, but cannot leave him because neither 
of them has’ “sinned”; Uncle Everett believes in 
divorce in theory but has become used to his wife and 
cannot give up his bad habits; the clergyman brother 
reconciles himself and his wife to their hard lot by 
reference to the sacredness of sacrifice in marriage; 
Helen and Ernest want above all things to work 
together without intrusions of sex, but they are not 
allowed to do so and so they are married. For all 
of these marriage is the only outlet, the only “prac- 
ticable” thing. 

I think such a play as this cannot be judged by 
the ordinary standards of comedy. The situations 
are forced into line. The characters are abstractions. 
No one could seriously claim that such an imbroglio 
as this could realize itself in the talk of any group 
of people, however sophisticated. John, who is in 
many respects the key character—for he it is who 
starts the action moving and keeps it going by his 
dictatorial pig-headedness—is unbelievable either in 
himself or in relation to the other characters of the 
play. No character is so all-of-a-piece as John, 
so consistent in his attitudes. He represents the 
hidden spring of everything wrong that the author 
sees in marriage or in human institutions. Any man 
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acting as he acts would be thrown out of doors on 
his head by some one before the end of the first act. 
_ As we cannot accept the play on the score of veri- 
similitude, we must find some score upon which it can 
be accepted. For it must be accepted. It is a drama 
of abstract forces identified with personalities, so 
arranged and thought through that the impact of 
the forces takes on a dramatic character. With 
Shaw and Barker, Williams is the exponent of the 
brilliant idea in drama. Less adroit than Barker in 
burying his theme deep under the action he is more 
entertaining than Barker. And he is more consistent 
in pointing a situation and seeing it through than 
Shaw. With a little of Shaw’s brilliancy he has more 
ability to discard what does not belong to his theme; 
and unlike Shaw he has no disposition himself to 
come before the curtain and dance. ‘Why Marry” 
was awarded in 1917 the first Pulitzer Prize as the 
best American play of the year. 

Williams’ second play, “Why Not?” was made 
from a novelette, “Remating Time,” which had 
been published in 1916. It was produced by 
Equity Players with success at the end of 1922. 
The play serves the same underlying philosophy 
of the earlier play with less force and origin- 
ality. Mitchell and Williams are not alone in 
seeking to make comedy significant. Many au- 
thors have treated in a light and graceful way some 
one or another of the aspects of social relationship or 
individual character. Among the better comedies of 
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this order are Algernon Tassin’s “The Craft of the 
Tortoise,” and Anne Crawford Flexner’s “The Mar- 
riage Game.” Expert in the handling of the craft of 
the stage, Thompson Buchanan in “A Woman’s 
Way,” A. E. Thomas in “Her Husband’s Wife,” 
“Just Suppose,” “Only 38,” and other plays; Louis 
Evan Shipman in plays of a more romantic order, 
including “The Fountain of Youth,” and “Fools 
Errant” ; Lee Wilson Dodd in “The Changelings” ; 
Arthur Richman in “The Awful Truth,” have 
treated manufactured stories with some regard to the 
principles of human nature. And still under the con- 
vention of “manner” is one of the most trenchant 
pieces of character analysis of recent years. Louis 
K. Anspacher’s ““The Unchastened Woman” was pro- 
duced in 1915 with Emily Stevens in the leading rdle. 
The play is set in an action that is overloaded with 
social motive and awkward in development. Nor is 
it to be denied that the unchastened woman has her 
ancestry in previous literature and drama, particu- 
larly in Hedda Gabler and in Becky Sharp. Never- 
theless, the character of Caroline Knollys will live in 
the theater. 


III 
Movern Domestic CoMEpDy: 


James Forses; KaurFMAn AND CONNOLLY}; 
Grorce KELiy 


I have sufficiently indicated my belief that by the 
circumstances of its structure and nature the comedy 
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of manners does not adapt itself to American condi- 
tions. An author can do something to force his 
theme into inappropriate molds. But the effort 
demanded will always leave its mark upon the fin- 
ished play. The writer of comedy cannot be content 
until he has adapted his structure to the spirit of his 
materials. Large fields of American life cannot be 
drawn into the narrow confines of the comedy of 
manners. For this field there must be evolved other 
types of comedy based upon new and more intuitive 
discriminations. Some have been pleased to call 
these new forms of comedy the comedy of bad man- 
ners. I cannot accept this term. As manners are 
good or bad only by reference to a standard of good 
manners, and as the former codes of good manners 
are no longer serviceable, our comedy must be con- 
cerned rather with the testing of all manners than 
with ascriptions of “good” or “bad.” Manners are in 
process of adaptation to new conditions. We can- 
not say that manners are either good or bad until 
we know what those conditions are. We are not then 
to inquire whether manners and customs are good, 
but whether they are serviceable and tend rationally 
to order. 

It is only recently that writers have been able to 
turn upon the commonplace customs of American 
life and character the light of comic discriminations. 
This began about the time that playwrights began 
to treat on the stage the little man in his own magni- 
tudes. I have already introduced “the little man” 
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in another connection. He has an important place 
in comedy for the reason that comedy is the most 
concrete, the least illusioned of all forms of dramatic 
art. Comedy is the only form of dramatic art that 
shows man in his natural magnitudes. Too often 
‘the stage play treats the little man as a disguised 
great man. ‘The pettiness of the hero is made to 
seem only external; as a mask of great virtues. And 
so the little man is made to suffer for a period, for 
two acts and a half, to be precise, the disadvantages 
of his littleness, and then for half an act he reaps the 
rewards of his greatness. Manifestly the author is 
not really interested in depicting a little man, and he 
certainly does not depict a great man. All that he 
indubitably does is to write a little play. When the 
time came that a character’s littleness could be em- 
ployed neither for him nor against him, but simply 
as a quality which he possesses in common with all 
his kind, a great step toward an American comedy 
had been reached. 

In the comic treatment of “the little man” the 
stage is still behind the novel. The stage does not 
give the opportunity for the iterated depiction of 
little qualities that a novel offers. The tendency on 
the stage is always to sum up a quality in a symbol 
which is ever thereafter memorable as belonging to 
the character. Comedies ‘from Ade and Cohan 
to Frank Craven and Winchell Smith represent 
American life in elementary symbols, which because 
they are so elementary are to this extent untrue. 
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These plays have all the tricks of surfaces; they are 
racy, sophisticated, facile. They are of a type which 
the Frenchman and the Englishman identifies as 
essentially American. And they are American. No 
purpose would be served by denying that they repre- 
sent a large arc in our American life. And yet they 
are not all of America. And they are not comedy in 
the best sense because they do not get down to cases. 
There is nothing more insistent than comedy in get- 
ting beneath the surface to the underlying reality; 
there is nothing more cruel than true comedy. Our 
American playwrights of the popular school have 
lacked that cruel edge. 

Perhaps it was the war with its magnified emo- 
tions, its formal and official dependence upon mass 
passion and gullibility that turned the stomachs 
even of those men who had been appealing to the. 
crowd taste. This is to be noticed, that in so far as 
there has been a change of front respecting the fic- 
tions of crowd psychology, this change has taken 
place among the crowd artists and not among the 
more sensitive plants of the ateliers. The men and 
women who turned against crowd “bunk” were the 
men and women who had been handling the bunk. It 
is Just as well that it was so. They knew the material 
they had been handling, knew how much less than a 
yard wide it was, and how much shoddy there was in 
it. And to turn against their own craft gave them a 
greater craft still. So strong had been the ten- 
dency to generalize character, to sentimentalize its 
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motives, and elevate them above their worth, that 
among the keener playwrights there has developed a 
de-bunking school. Looking over society, and the 
plays and novels of society, they see them governed 
by illusions. They determine not to blow them up by 
a big wind, but simply to show them in their right 
magnitudes. Sinclair Lewis in “Main Street” and 
“Babbitt” performed a miracle in carrying home to 
the people a satire of the people and of his own and 
your and my standards. Others have done similar 
things in both the novel and the play. 

I have already discussed Zona Gale, but I must 
mention her again here, because beginning with senti- 
mental conceptions she has subjected her own method 
to the discipline of the comic spirit. Not only did 
she see life through the emotions, she saw it through 
conventionalized emotions of nice shadings and 
wsthetic values. The measure of her art is found in 
the rigorous discipline to which she has subjected her 
native gifts. Much of this discipline is a discipline 
of laughter turned against herself, a laughter in 
which there is little evidence of mirth. Few Ameri- 
can writers to-day wield a harder instrument. While 
it cannot be claimed that Zona Gale has the com- 
mand of the play that she has of the novel, her plays 
demand highly respectful consideration for what she 
has tried to do. In seeking. to bring the corrective 
observation of comedy to the treatment of men and 
women, she is doing much to introduce to the stage 
men and women in their own magnitudes without 
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the fairy cloak and seven-league boots of popular 
fiction. 

Long before Zona Gale had turned to the stage, 
James Forbes had applied to the drama an observa- 
tion trenchant and humorous. Forbes had the ad- 
vantage, rare when he began to write, of seeing that 
the very best material of comedy is the material the 
author knows the best. Tragedy travels afar, but 
comedy lingers at home. James Forbes had the gift 
of seeing the salient feature in the thing near at 
hand and in the commonplace walk. He has been 
called “The snapper-up of unconsidered trifles.” So 
he is, except that after he has set these in their place 
they are no longer unconsidered. ‘The Chorus 
Lady” is indeed an exaggerated piece of millinery 
for a star. But in “The Commuters” and “The 
Show-Shop” Forbes provides true comedies based 
upon the closest of observation of definite groups of 
human beings. 

For the purposes of this book George S. Kaufman 
and Marc Connolly are one. Both these young men 
came to the stage by way of Pennsylvania and the — 
newspaper “column.” The first was born in Pitts- 
burgh, the second in McKeesport. Both have been 
reporters and dramatic critics and have all the irrey- 
erence of their tribe. They also have the quick eye 
and the ready pen. Humor to them does not lie in 
caricature or exaggeration. It is a quick nudge and 
a pointing finger. If you get it, good! If you do 
not, no harm is done. Their plays do not abound in 
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laughs; they do abound in smiles. They have the 
rare quality of discrimination without cruelty. They 
have taken the laughter of comedy out of the class 
of “sudden glory” and put it in the class of “benevo- 
lent recognition.” The trick of alternating smiles 
and tears is an old one. Kaufman and Connolly 
blend them. 

One would imagine that with such a method as 
this the plot might suffer. So it might if the authors 
sought to justify the plot for itself, but they do not. 
At their best they avoid the tiresome necessity of 
making plots for themselves by accepting a plot 
ready-made and developing this into two hours and a 
quarter of observation. Their first play, “Dulcy,” 
was taken from the character gallery of a brother 
columnist, F. P. A. By F. P. A. the character of 
Dulcy had been established. There was nothing 
more to do with her or for her except to prevail upon 
her to go on the stage. This Kaufman and Connolly 
did with success. “Dulcy” opened at Indianapolis 
February 14, 1921. The same year it came to New 
York and played in New York and on tour. After 
this the authors produced “To the Ladies” (1922) ; 
“Merton of the Movies” from the novel of the same 
name by Harry Leon Wilson (1922) ; “Beggar on 
Horseback” (1923) ; “West of Pittsburgh,” or “The 
Deep Tangled Wildwood” (1923) ; and “Minnick” 
(1924) from a story by Edna Ferber. Of these only 
“To the Ladies” and “The Deep Tangled Wild- 
wood” were altogether original. The latter satirized 
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rural comedy of the Winchell Smith school and was 
unsuccessful. “To the Ladies” remains their most 
considerable original achievement to date. The com- 
monplace character of the scenes and persons of ““T’o 
the Ladies” is indicated in the description of the two- 
family house in Nutley, New Jersey. It is, say the 
authors, “a decidedly livable place, and the reader 
is hereby encouraged to think of it as a room not as 
a stage.” Leonard Beebe “is a middle-class youth of 
about twenty-five, and somewhere in the country 
there are ten million just like him.” In the comedy- 
drama of this little home we have all the ingredients 
of middle-class American life, the absorption in suc- 
cess, the brash, rather pathetic sophistication of the 
go-getter world. There is the American fortune 
lying just around the corner. The difference be- 
tween this and the “success” plays lies in the way in 
which the theme is treated. The authors at any rate 
are not deceived by appearances. Though the story 
deals without apology with the ever-present ideals 
of commercial success, the authors manage in the 
treatment to show how tawdry and just a little 
pathetic these ideals are. In “Dulcy” the authors 
had satirized a bungling woman. Here we take the 
story of “What Every Woman Knows” and apply 
it to suburban affairs. We would look long in our 
theater for a play with abundant human sympathy 
which still treats all characters with a clear-seeing 
disillusioned comprehension. Only men who are not 
afraid of the stage would dare to put bodily on the 
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boards the fatuity and boredom of a series of after- 
dinner speeches. Kaufman and Connolly do this with 
success. 

Kaufman and Connolly possess a perception of 
reality that is so clear as to amount to a comic judg- 
ment. Only one writer has this gift in greater 
measure and this is George Kelly. To his gift of 
observation Kelly adds a strenuous moral sense, a 
respect for the standards of his art, that are by no 
means concealed by the light and frivolous air that 
his work carries. Presented August 29, 1922, “The 
Torch-Bearers” soon had New York delighted. 
More than any one else the play pleased those who by 
their association with the insurgent movement in the 
American theater recognized in the characters of this 
play either themselves or, preferably, their dearest 
enemies. If only the little theater workers of the 
country could all see this play! Mere is a new 
talent in the American theater. George Kelly 
is not a poet or a social philosopher. He is a 
young man with a busy eye and a note-book crowded 
with observations. Who then is he? All that it is 
important to know is that he hails from Phila- 
delphia, entered the theater through the door of 
vaudeville, didn’t take himself seriously at all but 
did take his work seriously. He learned to write 
plays in that hard school of the two-a-day, where the 
play must be a success during its first minute or it 
does not live to its tenth minute. In the dozen or 
more one-act comedies he has produced for Keith’s 
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and the Orpheum Circuit, he has learned that every 
word counts and that the surest way to please an 
audience is to tell them something they know already 
but do not know that they know. ‘The Torch-Bear- 
ers” has its extravagances and farcical features. 
With all these it is a cooling potion poured over the 
follies of the “new theater” movement. The events 
are less than negligible. But the characters are 
amazing. Like her sewing basket Paula is “fraught 
with meaningless bows and weird-looking knots.” 
The stage is crowded with enthusiasts, pedants, pre- 
tenders, and—torch-bearers. 

“The Torch-Bearers” was but a promise. ‘The 
Show-Off,” produced at the Playhouse February 4, 
1924, fulfilled the promise of the earlier play. Says 
Heywood Broun in his “Preface to the published 
play”: “ “The Show-Off? is the best comedy which has 
yet been written by an American.” We may agree 
with this or not and still admit that by all the stand- 
ards of vital comedy there are few better. For no 
one can claim that this too does not enlarge one’s 
views of life. Again the story is negligible and there 
are conventional features in it. As far as plot is 
concerned the play is another comedy of sudden 
riches. Certainly the author makes no effort to break 
new ground in his story. But this very convention- 
ality of event is an advantage to the play in that it 
makes the characters of greater account than the 
plot. On this point Broun is again of help, for he 
calls attention to the fact that in the play “with a 
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big idea” the author must “scrunch and whittle his 
characters now and then to make them get into his 
plot scheme. He must bulldoze a little.’ But 
fortunately here it is not the plot that is important. 
It is that which lies behind the plot and gives the 
plot significance. It is the conception of life as 
illustrated by a character. For a conception of life 
we want no manipulation of scenes of comic or dra- 
matic effect, no arranged curtains. We want to see 
a character in grip with his fate. His character and 
fate are no less interesting because he happens to be 
a fake and a pretender. Broun holds that Aubrey 
Piper is an authentic character and that he is a 
symbol of all mankind. His “personality endures 
against the blows of circumstance. Aubrey is con- 
sistent in his faults. From Prometheus down man- 
kind has chosen for its heroes men who stood pat.” 

Aubrey Piper is a liar, a braggart, a pretender, 
who is raised to significance in drama because he is 
consistently so. There is in him an irresistible fund 
of good spirits. His lips drop stereotyped phrases: 
‘How is the little mother?” ‘Anything to please the 
ladies!” ‘Sign on the dotted line.” He fills the 
room with boisterous laughter, he smites his sweet- 
heart’s father on the back. Aubrey’s entrance to the 
room is so depicted: 

“Stay right where you are, folks, right where you 
are.” (He moves to the mirror over the mantle- 
piece.) “Just a little social attention,—going right 
put again on the next train.” (He surveys himself 
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critically in the mirror, touching his tie and towpe 
gingerly, turns from the mirror and indicates his 
reflection with a wide gesture.) “There you are, 
Mother! Any woman’s fancy, what do you say? 
Even to the little old carnation!” (He gives the 
table a double tap with his knuckles, then laughs and 
moves up toward the kitchen door, and calls out to 
Amy.) “Come on, Amy, step on the United Gas out 
there; customer in here waiting for the old aqua 
pura.” (Moving down to Mr. Fisher’s right.) 
“Man’s got to have something to drink,—how about 
it, Pop?” (He gives Mr. Fisher a slap on the right 
shoulder.) “You'll stay with me on that, won’t 
you?” (Laughs and moves up to the mirror again. 
Old Man Fisher is very much annoyed.) “Yes, sir.” 
(Coming forward again at the right.) “I want to 
tell those of you who have ventured out this evening, 
that this is a very pretty little picture of domestic 
felicity,” and he proceeds to administer another 
slap on Father’s shoulder bone, saying, “What about 
it, Popcorn? Shake it up! Right or raving?’ 

Of course Aubrey marries Amy, and after marry- 
ing her proceeds to borrow from her brother-in-law. 
He talks about improving their way of living, but 
the income does not improve. A tragi-comedy of 
little stupid failures culminates in the death of 
Father Fisher at the moment that Aubrey, still pre- 
tending to riches he does not possess, gets into a colli- 


sion with a traffic cop in a borrowed car. His mag- | 


nificent effrontery never leaves him. ‘Don’t let it 
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never go back on you,—you know that, don’t you, 
Baby? . . . Don’t cry, Honey, the old man’s better 
off than we are—He knows all about it now.” And 
then he goes into commentary, “ ‘Sic transit gloria 
mundi.’ It’s an old saying from the French mean- 
ing, ‘We’re here to-day and gone to-morrow.’ ” How 
Aubrey comes out doesn’t matter. In the play he 
learns of an invention made by the young brother of 
his wife and by interfering stumbles into a good 
stroke of business. This will only make him worse 
thereafter. “God help me, from now on!” says Mrs. 
Fisher. 

I cannot pretend to review every play that re- 
flects the comedy of intense observation. In J. P. 
McEvoy’s “The Potters,” to mention only one, we 
have realism so insistent upon facts as to become 
funny. A derby hat, the stubbed toes and run-down 
heels of low-cut shoes, baggy trousers, a little 
cropped mustache—these are not funny in life. 
Place them with a certain care on the stage and they 
become not only funny but vastly expressive. 
“McEvoy has written a play not about a certain 
kind of character, or even a certain group of charac- 
ters, but about a certain kind of life. . . . He hasn’t 
shirked a single thing. Mr. Potter’s home is ugly, 
and a little messy. He is crowded and jostled on the 
way to work. His work is' without any vestige of 
dignity or importance,” writes Heywood Broun. 
But while Mr. Potter’s life is a joke, he has his 
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dream. He, too, would go adventuring. What if 
his Odyssey is a gamble in oil? He fails and 
comes home a pathetic figure. Of course in the play 
the author contrives it in such a way that he does get 
a fortune after all. That is only an amiable false- 
hood. The Potters and the Easy Marks do not carry 
oil wells up their sleeves. It is from the little frus- 
trate men, the little pretenders of democracy that 
this bourgeois school of American comedy comes. 


IV 


BiocrarHicaL Comrepy: Puitie Mor.ier; 
LawrENcCE LANGNER 


If true comedy bears hard on the material and 
personal manifestation it is in order that through 
this manifestation the truth may be seen with greater 
clarity. There is no one symbol by which the deeper 
drama of the soul may be represented. The Great 
Dramatist employs all symbols and never is better 


pleased than when for a time He puts aside one sym- | 
bol and takes up another that may have been de- | 
spised. For long the convention of manners has been | 
in control. We have seen how this is being put aside | 
for a convention derived more closely from the facts | 
of commonplace life. Everything in the drama of | 
these days indicates the passing of the importance | 


of plot, and the “social” factors of the play, and the 


enhancing of the importance of character and free | 


imagination. The drama in the comedies treated in 
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this chapter has been almost entirely character 
drama. The character would have been interesting 
in isolation. We now know that the figure of the 
man in the desert island without human contacts is 
a fiction. Robinson Crusoe took the world with him 
to his island, locked within his breast. Everything 
that had gone before and everything that was, ex- 
isted in him. If you would see the universe you no 
longer need to see many men in clash and contact. 
See one man and you have seen all. 

This fact explains the new vogue of the biographi- 
cal play. Written in the comic spirit, that is, in a 
spirit of criticism of life, this play uses a single 
individual as a microcosm. In the illumination of 
the processes of this individual it is presumed that 
human nature is illuminated. Frequently this indi- 
vidual is a historical personage about whom in the 
course of time myths have gathered. The play then 
undertakes to extract the true character from the 
layers of romance and legend that surround him, or, 
employing the life of the man as a focal point, the 
play then develops a radical or destructive commen- 
tary on legend in general. The extreme types of 
this order of play are on the one hand, Drinkwater’s 
“Abraham Lincoln,” and on the other, Shaw’s “Saint 
Joan.” It is not only in the theater that the new 
critical temper in biography is manifest. In the 
novel and in the informal biography the same ten- 
dencies are seen. The biographical play has not 
become extremely common in America. Neverthe- 
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less, some highly significant work has been done in 
this order. “Queen Victoria,” by David Carb and 
Walter Prichard Eaton, dramatizes the wise biog- 
raphy of Lytton Strachey in the same spirit in which 
Drinkwater had dramatized Lord Charnwood’s 
“Lincoln.” 

The Americans who have done the most to apply a 
constructive criticism to the characters of history 
are Phillip Moeller and Lawrence Langner. Moeller 
had become known for some witty and sacrilegious 
short plays on historical and near-historical subjects, 
including “The Road House in Arden,” “Two Blind 
Beggars and One Less Blind,” “Helena’s Husband,” 
and others. The scene of the latter play is “that 
archeological mystery, a Greek interior.” It might 
be said that all the interiors of Greece are a mystery. 
These have been treated with banal seriousness quite 
out of harmony with the spirit of the background. 
“Helena’s Husband” burlesques this seriousness, the 
frayed glories of Menelaus. It gives an irreverent 
treatment to subjects that reverence has buried 
under a shell. In the play there is a conscious mix- 
ing of modern motives in ancient legend, the only 
purpose being to prick the bubble of dead mythol- 
ogy. In “The Little Supper” we have a comedy of | 
Du Barry. “Sisters of Susannah” is a biblical farce | 
and “The Road House in Arden” burlesques the | 
speech and characters of the legendary Elizabethan | 
era. | 


In “Madame Sand,” produced by Mrs. Fiske 
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(1917) Moeller provides his first and best full length 
biographical study by the new method. The ques- 
tion before the author was, as Arthur Hopkins 
writes, how to bring historical characters to life 
“free from the odor of camphor and the rattle of 
moth balls.” It is a daring group that includes 
George and Casimer Dudevant, Dr. Pagallo, Alfred 
and Paul de Musset, Heine, Liszt, and Chopin. As 
presented by Moeller, George Sand is a “creature of 
a thousand colors—Grande Dame and Bohemian— 
gamine and daughter of kings, soubrette and phi- 
losopher, pagan and _ religieuse, hausfrau and 
mad lover, every-day hard-worker and impassioned 
dreamer, simpleton and sage, poseuse and farm 
woman, tragedy queen and imp of mischief, Sibyl 
and ‘big child’” (Mrs. Fiske). The author gives 
splendidly the impression of the divine confusion in 
the midst of which George spent her life. The world 
was all at ears about her; she was always calm. The 
play is rich with epigrams. Epigrams do not always 
serve their turn; in no other way could George be 
revealed. Madame de Musset is no match for 
George, “‘because she is a lady while George is a 
woman.” Says Heine of her, “Pinnacles are her. 
obsessions. But she’ll come down. Bed’s the great 
leveler.”” George is “never sentimental, never sen- 
tentious, never conscious of her exuberance or her 
exaggerations; mistress of, everything but her emo- 
tions which, though she thinks she masters, master 
her.” When Buloz, the journalist, is asked how long 
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George’s affair might last, he answers, “Does that 
matter if the copy is good?” And George says, 
“Though I write with my heart’s blood, still I must 
write!” Of one it is said, “He is beginning to realize » 
that virtue is its own disappointment.” Alfred says 
of George, “She writes novels as a cow gives milk. 
All she has to do is to jerk at her mind.” No purpose 
would be served by following the action of the play. 
It follows with sufficient fidelity the events of the 
flight to Venice, showing George with her successive 
lovers, writing always through scenes of violence. 
“Madame Sand” is a delight because of the humorous 
abandon with which the play moves. When 
Moeller turns from biographical levity to romance 
in “Moliére” and tragedy in “Sophie” one loses 
interest. 

In “Moses,” by Lawrence Langner, we have one 
of the most significant of American biographical 
plays. ‘‘Moses” is far more than a drama of the 
great patriarch. It is the author’s mocking bow to 
his own age, and, in view of the intrepidity of the 
author’s deed, it is not too much to say that he has 
succeeded magnificently. Taking a leaf from the 
book of his master, G. B. S., Langner has fronted his 
comedy with a portico larger than the house itself. 
The author’s foreword to “Moses” is one of the most 
solid pieces of constructive exposition of a social 
theorem I have seen in some time. With the courage 
and sweep of an aviator, Langner covers four thou- 
sand years in fifty pages, connecting Moses with the 
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Nineteenth Amendment with the ease with which 
other men go back to Rousseau. 

In dealing with this play one cannot forbear 
treating it rather as idea than as play. The most 
real things in life to us are our gods. And yet these 
are the things of which we are most afraid, which we 
therefore permit most to befool and bedevil us. 
Quoting from a character in Andreyev’s play, “He 
Who Gets Slapped,” Langner says in his preface, 
“My friend . . . your speech was a sacrilege. Poli- 
tics—all right! Manners as much as you please! 
But Providence—leave it in peace!” We are always 
controlled by the gods whom we have made. We are 
most free when we have many gods. Then we pursue 
adventure and beauty and build monuments. But 
those who have many gods are greatly at a disadvan- 
tage in this world beside those who have but one. 
Moses was a great lawgiver, organizer, and single 
track engineer. We call him a Jew but he might as 
well have been a Puritan. For the Puritan keeps 
Moses alive through the ages. 

Such a biographical drama as this magnifies 
greatly the limits of drama. Moses is more than a 
man. He is decidedly not a myth. He is a social 
principle embodied in a man. In studying him we 
study the social principle. And the result is most 
decidedly a comedy. It would not be comedy if these 
social principles were treated in the form of the give 
and take between groups of people. This side of the 
baldest didacticism, the most flamboyant romance, 
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the drama has no place for such serious stuff as this. 
But the drama has room for the incisive, satirical 
study of a man in whom are epitomized the qualities 
of a general idea. One cannot bring an indictment 
against a people, it is said. That is not so clear. 
We can bring an indictment against a people’s ideas, 
principles, and gods. We can do this by identifying 
their ideas with the man who was their exponent and 
subjecting this man to the cruel light of comic judg- 
ment. Whether it is necessary to write a play in 
order to do so is another question. It is almost un- 
canny how completely the play of “Moses” brings 
out in action and dialogue the points made in the 
Preface. Whatever interest there is in the action is 
immensely illuminated by the Preface. Here is un- 
covered one danger in this kind of writing for the 
stage. The gloss tends to be more interesting than 
the text it interprets. Since the play gains so 
greatly by its Preface, why write the play at all? 
Why not be content with the Preface? 


V 


Crare Kummer, Boorn Tarxincron, Stuart 
WALKER 


In one of his letters to his son, Augustus St. 
Gaudens wrote, “I feel that the ambitions, artistic, 
monetary, or any old thing, the jealousies, generosi- 
ties, are hopelessly mixed up with one another and 
are affected by vanity. Everything is vanity, com- 
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plicated with affairs of the heart.” One who studies 
the theater is impressed with the fact that play- 
wrights are continually trying to apply simple mo- 
tives to conditions and actions which are in fact the 
results of a complication of motives. The will to see 
all clearly sometimes develops into a will to kill all 
that refuses to harmonize itself with a clear concep- 
tion. The artist feels so strongly the obligation of 
truth that he surrenders to the temptation of vivi- 
section. In pursuing the ends of analysis the organic 
is lost. Would it not be better to seek rather the 
feel of life than an understanding of life? Does not 
understanding lie beyond the artist’s powers and 
therefore beyond his province? Certainly it is true 
that a play must be more than comedy or it is less 
than comedy. After the author’s full critique is 
apprehended there must be a residuum of life that 
goes beyond the critique. ‘This probably means but 
this, that the writer must bring not only his intelli- 
gence and skill to his craft; he must bring his own 
particular point of view. Quintilian’s first law of 
rhetoric was that the writer should be a good man. 
This requirement applies to the playwright as well. 

We have in our day come to look a little askance 
upon a writer’s injection of his own personality into 
his work. And yet the writers who have most en- 
deared themselves to their audience and readers have 
been those who have been most free in giving them- 
selves. If but the artist have a certain sign manual, 
if we can recognize the timbre of his voice, we come 
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to love him and to value him for being himself. In- 
consistencies of opinion are overlooked in the con- 
sistency of personal outlook. 

Clare Kummer brings to market no heavy phi- 
losophy of life. Undoubtedly she has her own pet 
sophisms, but she does not introduce them into her 
work. She has not, as far as I know, expounded any 
principles as to the place of the theater in society. 
She has a thorough command of her craft. But her 
not inconsiderable hold upon the affections of the 
theater public arises from the fact that she has an 
individual outlook and she has been far-sighted 
enough to capitalize her own best gift. In a world 
in which almost everything, even in comedy, is sig- 
nificant, or impressive, it is refreshing to find a gayly 
playful spirit that is not too much overcome by any- 
thing she sees. Clare Kummer has a wide enough 
gallery of enthusiasm and sympathies. She chooses 
to dress these in a discreet and not too garish motley. 
There is in all her work a vein of delicate and inconse- 
quent whimsy which, taken in connection with the 
fact that she knows well most of the people you and 
I meet in a week’s journey, gives to her work a 
piquant and satisfying charm. 

Clare Kummer had written many short plays for 
vaudeville and for amateur production before she 
brought out a longer work. Among these were 
“Bridges,” “Chinese Love,” “The Choir Rehearsal,” 
“The Robbery.” Then in 1916 Arthur Hopkins 
produced “Good Gracious Annabelle,” with Roland 
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Young and Walter Hampden in leading réles. The 
play was immediately recognized as a new thing in 
comedy. There was in it dexterity, truth of char- 
acterization, freedom from theatrical cant and con- 
vention and, above all, an atmosphere of refined 
living. In such a play as this, plot is of the least 
importance. The first requirement is that the char- 
acters shall take the reins of the action into their 
own hands and drive it whithersoever they will. It 
must be so because the characters are that kind of 
characters. They are to the last degree refined and 
irreproachable—this was the day before the super- 
sophisticated sub-deb—and they are to the last 
degree foot-loose and irresponsible. The world of 
indigent, happy-go-lucky artists meets up with a 
world of happy-go-lucky wealth. With the lightest 
heart in the world the play moves among situations 
that might have a taint of tarnish but there is never 
a suggestion of guile. Desperately put to it, Anna- 
belle takes a position in the country-place of the one 
rich man who can save her and marry her. She takes 
her indigent friends with her. There are complica- 
tions about various things, including two precious 
shares of stock. But she marries her millionaire. 
In her ability to handle “fancies light as air” in 
the midst of the skyscrapers, elevators, hotels and de- 
tectives of a great city, Clare Kummer shows true 
genius. It would be too much to expect all her works 
to be of equal success. One of the successful whim- 
sies is “A Successful Calamity.” A tired and per- 
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fectly solvent gentleman in the forties desires a radi- 
cal, intoxicating joy, a joy that the poor may have 
any day of their lives. He wants to spend an evening 
at home. So he gives his family to understand that 
he is ruined. Out of the situation there develop some 
episodes that are not convincing, to say the least. 
But the author had not intended them to be convinc- 
ing. Enough that his wife did not run away with 
her handsome Italian, that by an indiscretion his 
partners are led to make unexpected millions, and 
that he gets one mad, ecstatic evening. “Be Calm, 
Camilla,” produced 1918, is a study of the lonely 
woman in a large city, moving through scenes that 
would affright the most hardy. “The Rescuing 
Angel” is a comedy of a happy-go-lucky family and 
of Angela who succeeds in being of some account more 
by luck than by good sense. The play degenerates 
into farce and is not in the author’s best mood. But 
in “Rollo’s Wild Oat” we have Miss Kummer at her 
very best. Here the author indulges in a riot of 
pranks against the world of the bored rich and 
against the world of the theater. Rollo is rich and 
discontented. There is moving in him a mad passion 
which must break forth. He must sow just one wild 
oat. 'The oat he must sow is nothing more nor less 
than that he must produce Hamlet and act in it him- 
self. What comes of this, the people he meets, the 
dire confusion of his real scandalized world with the 
mimic world of his dreams, cannot be suggested in a 
review. The play must be read, or better, seen, if 
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its thoroughly cogent inconsequence is to be appre- 
ciated. The author by no means limits her playful- 
ness to Rollo. There are scenes in this play that 
throw the same cruel light on the stage-struck that 
shines from “The Torch-Bearers.” The respectable 
stupidity of Goldie, the actress’ daughter who could 
not act, the pathetic collapse of the ambitions of 
Hewston, the’ butler, equal in satiric force the sudden 
withering of Rollo’s lone oat. 

Booth Tarkington has broken many pitchers going 
to the dramatic well. A playwright of great diver- 
sity in the forms and qualities of his plays, few of his 
dramatic works demand consideration among the 
lasting plays of the time. This is not the case with 
“Clarence,” one of the most delightfully whimsical 
comedies of recent years. “Clarence” was produced 
at the Hudson Theatre, September 20, 1919. Excel- 
lent as the play is, it is not of uniformly good quality. 
Beginning upon a plane of pure inconsequence, the 
author’s more reasoning and therefore worse judg- 
ment prevailed at the end, and in scenes of even toil- 
some particularity he clarified every issue and ended 
the play in the dust. But the matter-of-fact ending 
of the play should not blind us to the half-inspired 
dexterity and humor of the earlier acts. The open- 
ing of the play introduces us to a modern family that 
is, as far as family feeling is concerned, scattered to 
the four winds. Brother, Bobby and Sister Cora 
are growing up into the modern world so fast as to 
strike terror to their parents. And Father and 
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Mother are powerless to be of use to them for they 
no longer see eye to eye. The less said of Mother’s 
mental equipment the better. And then to compli- 
cate matters, there is a governess who is the innocent 
cause of much disturbance in various bosoms. ‘T'o 
this family comes Clarence from the war, a perfect 
specimen of spectacled, long-armed ineptitude. How 
he found his way into the family does not matter. 
Before any one knew how it had happened, he was 
master and all others were his slaves. There is just a 
little satire on soldiers but not much. Mostly the 
author avoids satire entirely and contents himself 
with developing the character and charms of one of 
the most engaging young jackanapes in recent com- 
edy. There is no doubt that Tarkington enjoyed the 
writing of the play. This is evidenced by the fact 
that many of the most laughable features of the 
play are quite extraneous to the plot and unnecessary 
to the understanding of the character. Before long, 
Clarence has won the confidence of Cora and of 
Bobby. ‘The complications that threatened each of 
these adolescents are resolved by Clarence’s casual 
hand. These two youngsters have formed the models 
of a long line of talkative young sophisticates. But 
Clarence is helpful not only to the children. At the 
moment that conditions are strained between Father 
and Mother, and Father is turning in desperation 
to Violet for sympathy, Clarence enters playing his 
saxophone. ‘Throughout the play he is an inspired 
blunderer who, in spite of missteps, lands on his feet 
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and pulls the world to order around him. The last 
two acts, which are devoted to telling who Clarence 
really is, awarding him a Ph.D. degree, a place 
in “Who’s Who” and a wife, are not on the level of 
the inspired foolery of the first two acts. But the 
play as a whole is of a high order of comedy. 

Stuart Walker is one of those who might have 
made his mark as a writer of the whimsically imagina- 
tive comedy of character had he not withdrawn from 
the study to spend his life producing the plays of 
other men, thus making himself a collaborator and 
interpreter rather than an original creator. The 
plays he has written are ali short and are presumably 
composed for a children’s theater. Though children 
love them, there is food in them for older people as 
well. There is in them a strain of Barrie combined 
with a strain of Dunsany, the tender intuition and 
playful vagaries of the one combining with the braver 
imagination of the other. Among his plays are “Six 
Who Pass While the Lentils Boil,” “The Trimplet,” 
“The Very Naked Boy,” “Nevertheless” and the 
more ambitious “The Lady of the Weeping Willow 
Tree.” Walker is not without credit for aiding Tark- 
ington in bringing to the stage “Seventeen,” that 
play that introduced the youth movement to the mod- 
ern stage. No better indication of his temper is to be 
found than his Prologue to the Portmanteau Theatre. 

“(As the lights in the theater are lowered the voice 
of MEMORY is heard as she passes through the 
audience to the stage.) 
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“Memory: Once upon a time, but not so very long 
ago, you very grown-ups believed in all true things. 
You believed until you met the Fourteen Daughters 
who were so positive in their unbelief that you weakly 
cast aside the things that made you happy for the 
hapless things that they were calling life. You were 
afraid and ashamed to persist in your old thoughts. 
. . . Here are your cities, your gardens and your 
April pools. Come through the portals of Once- 
upon-a-time, but not so very long ago—to-day— 
now!” 


VI 
“A WEATHERCOCK AND A Micutry Twi tine” 


Nietzsche spent his life in “revaluing values.” 
Measurably inspired by him the art of our time bus- 
ies itself in house wrecking. Now and then tempo- 
rary “codes of practice” are fabricated. Few of 
these last long. In literature, in the theater, judg- 
ment by standard is not at present in effect. Our 
only present standard is that we have no standard. 
We no longer maintain the pretense that stable values 
lie just around the corner. These have receded with 
our Utopias. To-day our artists say with Steeple- 
jack: “And now when the Great Noon had come 
Steeplejack touched the top of the spire where in- 
stead of a cross he found a vane which swung as the 
wind listeth. ‘Thereat he marveled and rejoiced. 
‘Behold!’ he cried, “Thou glowing symbol of the New 
Man. A weather-cock and a mighty twirling! ” 
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It would hardly be reasonable to speak of the com- 
edy written under any such impulse as this as if it 
were a new and significant school of comedy. This 
would be like making a system out of chaos. And 
yet is not this what our modern art is doing? Art 
has no existence of itself. It is a reflection of, a re- 
action to, reality. We may well imagine that in a 
solar system in which the hop, step and the jump rep- 
resented the rhythm of the stars, it would represent 
the rhythm of the seasons, of the steam engine, and of 
music as well. Art derives its movement from sources 
deeper than itself, dramatic art no less than others. 
We do not say that man moves in a great orbit 
around the sun. We say the earth moves, carrying 
man along. Man is even unaware of the rhythms, 
the harmonies, the wide circles of movement that are 
implicit in his life. It is only the artist that now 
guesses, now postulates, these hidden values. But 
the artist does not create these values nor is he 
responsible for them. 

One result of the collapse of disciplines is to throw 
the practitioner of an ancient craft over into rever- 
sals and paradox. This is the more simple and more 
easily followed reaction. Our stage has seen many 
plays which derive their interest from the fact that 
they turn the back side of truth forward, advance 
what was retired and retire what was advanced. In 
its simplest form this process is so easy as to be trite. 
It is present in rudimentary form in almost all artis- 
tic activity. It is a recipe for discreet daring and 
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for popular acclaim. While it gives the appearance 
of thought, it by no means follows that thought is 
involved, though thought is sometimes the by-prod- 
uct of the formula. The high priest of this style of 
writing is George Bernard Shaw. From handling 
paradox as a formula, or as a rule of practice, Shaw 
has advanced until he has made himself one of the 
chief stimulators of thought of his age. We have 
no American George Bernard Shaw, but we have 
many who have gone to his school. In this style of 
composition the simplest of all is that which bur- 
lesques the formulas of art. In this order of things 
George M. Cohan is a master. His chief claim to 
distinction lies in his possession of a “sincere” streak 
that leads him to make a large fortune by satirizing 
those stage formulas by the practice of which others 
make smaller fortunes. The occasional satires of 
romance, of the classical forms, and of the fervid 
problem play are examples of this kind of comedy. 
In so far as they resemble burlesque they belong not 
to our age alone but to all time. 

Beyond the satire of the formula of art there is 
the satire of the formula of conduct. This provides 
a deeper order of play composition. Our drama is 
not rich in these kinds of comedy. They demand a 
sustained attention on the part of the author that 
our stage has not heretofore encouraged. Mark | 
Twain, whose power came nearest to comprehending 
this order of comedy, reached its true values only in- 
frequently in fiction and never in the drama. T'o be 
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noted is the passing of the hero. By lighter blows 
the modern comedian is accomplishing the same 
destruction that Cervantes sought. “The Bad 
Man,” by Porter Emerson Browne, takes the figure 
of the Southwestern bandit and desperado and by 
showing him observing the amenities toward the 
ladies makes of him an engaging figure, albeit one 
outside the law. The bad man is not the first popu- 
lar desperado of the stage. ‘The Nervous Wreck,” 
by Owen Davis, shows the figures of Western ro- 
mance scared by pistol shots and outwitted by a neu- 
rasthenic. ‘The Egotist,” by Ben Hecht, subjects 
the myth of the “marauding male” to a searching 
comic analysis. 

The more significant result of the collapse of dis- 
ciplines is to throw the authors over into complete 
levity or lawless experiment and innovation. In other 
arts this has resulted in the riots of futurisms, 
vorticisms, cubisms, imagisms and free art and free 
verse. These tendencies have been no less active in 
the theater than in other arts, though on account of 
the conservatism of the institution of the theater, a 
conservatism firmly bedded in its economic structure, 
they have been more repressed. In the next chapter 
I shall refer to the experiments toward new forms to 
express the tortured and insecure philosophies of this 
day. Here I shall consider only a few comedies 
which, in the face of a ridiculous world, break into 
levity. 

H. L. Mencken and George Jean Nathan call their 
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as yet unproduced play, “Heliogabalus,” a “buffoon- 
ery.” Like many buffoons, “Heliogabalus” is cross- 
eyed. One eye looks toward classicisms, the other 
toward moralities. 'The whole world of the sacro- 
sanct and academic is insulted with an abounding 
zest and good humor by bringing the figures of 
classical comedy into a lusty and obscene burlesque. 
And moralities are trounced by being run over, 
trodden under foot and generally ignored. ‘The 
play is rich in ribald spirits and impudent lines. 
Harry Wagstaff Gribble’s “March Hares” was 
first produced in 1921 under the title of ““The Tem- 
peramentalists” and was called a fantastic satire. 
By that the author meant, I imagine, that the satire 
was informal and scattered over things in general. 
The play deals in a spirit of delightful abandon with 
a thoroughly disjointed set of events. We have 
moved into a very crowded world and the crowding 
seems to be mental rather than physical. Instead of 
a kingdom the mind has become a prison; the servants 
are masters, and every one has his pet attitude or 
ism. In such a world the best one can do is to go 
through the mélée with an air of aloof detachment. 
“Just keep your mind clear all the time and eliminate 
things,” says Geoffrey. “Above all don’t take things 


as they are. If you do you are lost. Take them 
with imagination.” The play is an incomprehensible 


but fascinating piece of work. 


Other comedies that have attracted some attention 


are W. J. Turner’s “The Man Who Ate the Popo-. 
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mack,” and Knowles Entrekin’s “Julia Counts 
Three” and “The Small-Timers.” It is a character- 
istic of this lawless comedy that no conclusions can 
be drawn from it, that it tends nowhere and is ex- 
pressive only of a condition that must in the nature 
of things pass. Comedy has suffered too much under 
the tyranny of an assumed omniscience and clair- 
voyance. We have in comedy too many little pat- 
terns that reveal only the bad draftsmanship of the 
designer. It will do the muse of comedy no harm 
to kick up her heels for awhile. If she provokes 
resentments and scandal, we shall, at any rate, know 
by what spirit these resentments are urged. 


CHAPTER V 
THE MYSTERY OF FORM 
I 


Tuer SHort Pray 
° 


Wiru the passing of the last geographical frontier 
an end comes to the long era of exploration. There 
begins now in an intenser and more universal form 
than ever before the era of exploitation. The the- 
ater cannot be unaffected by this new ordering. The 
theater, too, is learning that there are no new things; 
that there are only new arrangements of things. 
It is learning that progress will henceforth be rather 
by an extension of use than by an extension of 
physical resource. In the multiplication of use, in- 
deed, resource is multiplied. As interest in substance 
decreases, interest in form increases. 

The theater has for a long time been going 
through a process which closely parallels the process 
of its origins. As the theater has been called upon 
to apply itself more closely to a world suddenly be- 
come small, there has been a testing of its values, 
a reorganization of its facilities. This tendency has 
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institution ; it has been particularly manifest in play 
construction. Within recent years there has been a 
revolution in the attitude of the playwright toward 
his work. A new code of responsibility has mani- 
fested itself in the psychology of the playwright 
toward the audience and particularly toward the 
materials out of which his play is made. The old 
rules and objectives no longer hold. New rules and 
objectives have to be created, tested, discarded or 
accepted. The drama has again to be referred back 
to the simplest principles of human conduct and 
motive. <A structure has to be worked out that will 
employ in their simplest connotations these elemen- 
tary principles. After these things have been done 
all the resources of the expressive art of the theater 
through the ages have to be put under tribute, all 
the untouched potentialities of science and discovery 
have to be imaginatively employed in order to make 
the theater of the new time an expressive agency of 
the new spirit. Form becomes the chief concern, 
even the obsession of the playwright. And when I 
say “form,” I do not mean the stereotyped pattern 
handed down from earliest draughtsmen, but form 
electric, vital, aspiring, “beating its wings against 
the unknown.” 

Until twenty years ago the one-act play existed 
simply as a filler, an after-piece or fore-piece, for a 
long play. In form the one-act play was a little 
copy of the longer play, with the plot complication, 
progression and climaxes of the full length play. 
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The only difference between the short and the long 
play lay in the magnitude of the action presented. 
Little effort was made to employ the short play for 
the attainment of effects quite different from those 
of the long play. When one reduces the canvas in 
a painting one changes the quality and objective of 
the work. Not so with the play. Whether short or 
long, the play was adjusted to a set of conventions 
that had grown up through years and now had little 
relation either with common experience or common 
sense. 

It was when the playwrights began to apply to 
their craft the tenets of art that the short play came 
into its modern vogue. The’ creative playwrights 
who sought in their work to satisfy a rigorous stand- 
ard of individual judgment had to learn their art 
from the beginning. This was not so much a matter 
of policy as of necessity. While it had something 
to do with the fact that long plays of an experimental 
order could not hope to find production, that the 
amateur producing groups were the only productive 
outlet of the self-respecting artist, this cart-before- 
the-horse argument should not be driven too far. In 
this book we rest definitely on the doctrine that 
the playwright is the primary creator in the theater, 
that his work is a play once it is produced in the 
mind of its creator as truly as a symphony by 
Beethoven was a symphony before it was heard by 
any other than his inner ear. It was in pursuit of 
a new and honest art of the theater that the one-act 
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play was developed by the playwrights. Producers 
and organizers, draughtsmen and scenery builders, 
codperated to make the one-act play an important 
step in the progress toward a new theater art. But 
it was the playwright who learned most from the 
experiments. 

The drama in one act has played a Protean réle 
in the history of the American stage during the 
twentieth century. To writers of first rank, 
O’Neill, for instance, it has been a trying-ground 
of experiment and values. To writers of second 
rank, and the great body of rebuilders, renovators, 
and “torch-bearers” it has been the medium through 
which dramatic art has been definitely established in 
American life. The significance of this latter serv- 
ice can hardly be over-estimated. It applies rather 
to the theater as a social institution and as a land 
of promise for future imaginative creators than to 
the creative achievements of the present theater. In 
this book we are interested in the accomplishments 
of dramatic writers. For this reason we must leave 
the more general social function of the one-act play 
without further comment. Few of the thousands of 
one-act plays written in this country in the last 
twenty years attain the highest value as judged by 
rigorous dramatic standards. Among these the plays 
by Eugene O’Neill, published in the volume, “The 
Moon of the Caribbees,” occupy first place. 

When one compares the mass of these short plays 
with the general run of long plays produced in the 
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United States in the same period, the high quality 
of the short play is manifest. Almost all of these 
are characterized by honesty of intention,—not high 
praise indeed, but still not a disgraceful qualification 
in a time when sincerity has been at a premium on 
the commercial stage. The authors of a surprising 
number of these plays do seek to free themselves from 
the incubus of theatricality. Directness and simple 
motivation are the rule. In view of the tribute so 
frequently paid by “new” movements to preciosity 
and esthetic-fine shadings it is surprising how free 
the majority of these plays are from affectation and 
an over-reaching for adornment. If I should bring 
any indictment against these short plays it would 
be that they are dull. The imagination seldom re- 
flects sudden ecstasy, deep feeling or an experience 
of life concretely realized. This is but another way 
of saying that we have applied our journeyman 
methods even to the fabrication of a free art. Our 
playwrights of little plays work by pattern, from 
stencils. The patterns are good of their kind; the 
stencils are well selected. But in the content of our 
lives, the comparative effortlessness of the daily 
round, there is little stimulus to the imagination to 
heat itself hot and break through the acceptable 
stencil into inspired creation. 

This is one side of the medal. The other must 
also be shown. The art of America does not require, 
will not permit, the hunger stimulus that has pre- 
sumably so often produced great works of art, The 
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monuments of the past have been produced in a 
world that was niggard of material resources, lavish 
only in the spirit of man. It was not far from 
Athens to the marshes, from Rome to hovels in the 
swamps. The Paris of Moliére, the London of 
Shakespeare were cesspools now flowering luxuri- 
antly, now stricken by disease. I do not seek to dis- 
cover all the reasons why Phidias carved his marbles 
and Shakespeare wrote his plays. I know that in 
these works they built themselves temples of beauty 
of the mind against a plentiful experience of bodily 
discomfort. I do not seek to compare the artists of 
our day to their advantage with the artists of other 
days any more than I would seek to show that social 
conditions are better in our day than in other days. 
Such speculations are footless, or to be of value re- 
quire more knowledge than I can claim. I seek only 
to show that the stimulus to creation is different in 
our day from other days. I dare say that never 
before did the stimulus come to large numbers of 
people to create a world of the imagination because 
this world was too comfortable, too well equipped 
with the mechanical conveniences of living, too richly 
provided with material things. This is definitely 
the source of the creative urge among large numbers 
of our people. The impulse is to flee from reality, 
or to clear away the too obtrusive material presence 
and find the hidden essence underneath. Admittedly 
this impulse has not yet flowered in many great and 
enduring works. As an impulse it is, however, as 
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defensible as any other, for it grows from the con- 
ditions of our life. And its manifestations are so 
various and cover so large an area of our society as 
to promise events of some interest in a future not 
too distant. 

It is for these reasons that, while I do not take 
many of the short plays that have been written in 
this country seriously as works of art, I do take the 
recent and persistent vogue of the one-act play very 
seriously. As a rule, this type of play has appeared 
as a product of the work of local stage societies. 
There have been the “Plays of the Harvard Dra- 
matic Club,” the “Harvard Workshop Plays,” ‘The 
Indiana Prize Plays,” ‘Morningside Plays,” “Da- 
kota Playmakers’ Plays,” “Carolina Plays,” “Prov- 
incetown Plays,” “Wisconsin Plays,” “Washington 
Square Plays,” and groups of plays from many 
other movements. Many of the writers of plays 
have written for a particular audience or following. 
George Middleton wrote his one-act plays in the 
volumes entitled ‘Tradition,’ with the general 
reader and dramatic study groups in mind. The 
plays of Marion Craig Wentworth, Mary Louise 
MacMillan, Augusta Stevenson, have been written 
for school and club use. Percival Wilde’s short 
plays have had hundreds of productions. Stuart 
Walker’s plays were written originally for his Port- 
manteau Theatre; Mary Aldis’s plays were written 
for her private theatre near Chicago. Alfred 
Kreymborg’s many plays have been composed for a 
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special kind of rhythmic or puppet production. 
The number of collections of one-act plays for var- 
ious uses is very great. It would be a daring and 
thankless task to undertake to select from the thou- 
sands of short plays which have been written those 
of greatest merit or reputation. Without doubt 
such a list would include in addition to those men- 
tioned above, Ridgely Torrence’s three negro plays, 
“Granny Maumee,” “The Rider of Dreams,” 
“Simon, the Cyrenian”; Jeanette Marks’ Welsh 
plays; the many plays of Thomas Wood Stevens, 
written either alone or in collaboration with Wallace 
Rice and Kenneth Sawyer Goodman; the plays of 
Kenneth Sawyer Goodman, written alone or in col- 
laboration with Ben Hecht; the plays of Colin Camp- 
bell Clements, including “Four Who Were Blind”; 
“A Modern Harlequinade,” “Yesterday,” ‘Seven 
Plays of Old Japan,” etc.; Louise Driscoll’s ‘The 
Child of God”; Floyd Dell’s “The Angel Intrudes” ; 
Alice Gerstenberg’s “Overtones”; Harry Kemp’s 
“Judas”; Theresa Helburn’s “Enter the Hero”; 
Witter Bynner’s “Tiger” and “The Little King”; 
John G. Neihardt’s “Two Mothers”; Edna St. 
Vincent Millay’s “Aria da Capo”; Zoé Akins’ “The 
Magical City”; Lawrence Langner’s “Another Way 
Out” ; Philip Moeller’s “A Roadhouse in Arden” and 
“Helena’s Husband”; Josephine Preston Peabody’s 
“Wings”; Alice Brown’s “Joint Owners in Spain”; 
Frank G. Tompkins’ “Sham”; Susan Glaspell’s 
“Suppressed Desires,” “The People” and “Trifles” ; 
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Lewis Beach’s “The Clod”; Zona Gale’s “The Neigh- 
bors”; Booth Tarkington’s “Beauty and the Jaco- 
bin”; Victor Mapes’ “Flower of the Yeddo.” This 
rough list might be indefinitely extended by any one 
who follows the output of the busy little theaters. 


aH 


BreAKING Into New Forms: Epwarp Knosiock 
AND OTHERS 


The one-act play offers an opportunity for the 
development of a single unbroken action in tabloid 
form. Aside from this it represents the first step 
in the playwright’s progress toward a better han- 
dling of the problems of dramatic structure. In the 
nature of the case the one-act form is limited to the 
simplest action. This form could be of no use for a 
theme that involved either a complication or a pro- 
gression of action or both. The same logic that 
dictates the use of a single unbroken form for a 
simple coherent action dictates also that the struc- 
ture of the longer play be diversified to reflect the 
organic divisions of the action. The practice of a 
forced condensation of an entire action, whatever 
might be its stages of natural progression, into three, 
four or five tight compartments had deadened the 
imagination of the playwright. Playwrights now 
began to diversify the close logic of the construction 
either by breaking the action up into many scenes 
or by breaking the time scheme through the use of 
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“flash-backs.” Of themselves these changes were of 
comparatively little importance. Mechanical expe- 
dients are by rights subsidiary always to the imagi- 
nation that directs them. It is only when mechanics 
controls and stultifies the imagination that the 
change from one mechanical form to another more 
flexible form becomes important. 

The breaking up of the act and scene scheme of the 
play into a more flexible form has become common on 
the commercial stage. No comment is now caused if 
the playwright employs from six to ten or more sep- 
arate scenes to represent the movement of his action. 
There is a tyranny in the theater which, for want 
of a better term, we may call the tyranny of time. 
While the historic unities are no longer enforced, the 
demand that the action shall work out within a lim- 
ited period of time has been of binding force. This 
requirement has made it impossible to present within 
the action of the play and before the eyes of the 
audience the effect of the lapse of years that is so 
large a factor in life. In the English play, ‘Mile- 
stones,” Arnold Bennett and Edward Knoblock had 
so administered the action as to cover the events of 
three generations. In so doing they were not violat- 
ing unity. They were retaining unity, for the unity 
they had in mind was that deeper unity that persists 
in a family and in human customs and outlooks. By 
spreading the action over fifty years the author had, 
in fact, given the effect of the unity of human striv- 
ing and as well of human frailty and stubbornness. 
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Edward Sheldon had given the effect of the unity of 
life under its varying episodes in his play, “The 
Highroad” ; and in 1922 Henry Myers gave a point- 
edly unified view of the long stretch of an unhappy 
marriage in “The First Fifty Years.” 

But the tyranny of time in the theatre does not 
operate alone in compressing the action within nar- 
row limits. It demands as well that the various 
actions shall be in sequence. For providing the 
release from the tyranny of time sequence the legiti- 
mate stage has to thank the motion picture. The 
motion picture taught the writer of plays for the 
legitimate stage that some of the limitations of 
this latter form of dramatic art are inherent in the 
form. ‘These limitations are to be accepted, then, 
with good grace. But there are other limitations 
that are not essential. There is no more reason why 
the play should enforce a chronological sequence of 
events than that the novel or the movie should do 
so. In either case there is demanded only that the 
reader or audience shall be aware of the relation- 
ships among the scenes. It lies as well within the 
power of the playwright to provide this understand- 
ing as of the novelist or continuity writer. The first 
play to put successfully into effect the theory of a 
broken time scheme was “On Trial’? by Elmer Rice 
(Reizenstein), produced August 19, 1914. Of this 
play the author says, “It occurred to me that it would 
be an interesting experiment to write a play back- 
ward, just to see how it would work out—to make it 
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analytic instead of synthetic, deductive instead of 
“inductive—to make it break down instead of build 
up.” In following out his plan the author elimi- 
nates explanatory scenes entirely. The retrospective 
action with which the usual play begins is cut out 
and in its stead are introduced visual scenes in which 
every phase of the plot is realized before the audi- 
ence. The story is of itself of no importance. It 
deals with a trial for murder in which each one of 
the witnesses is compelled to live through in action 
before the audience the events upon which his tes- 
timony is given. The play is closely knit in struc- 
ture and the action achieves clarity and carries 
conviction. Some years after the production of “On 
Trial” Zoé Akins gave another fillip to the idea of 
dramatic sequence when, in “The Varying Shore,” 
she presented a play in which the action moved 
backward from the denouement to the early premises. 
The play was not successful in production, but one 
cannot be sure whether its failure lay in the idea 
itself or in the failure of the producer to realize the 
conception of the author. 

The constraint of a hard logic upon the imagina- 
tion of the playwright extends not alone to the 
mechanical features of the plot. It is even more 
serious when applied to the substance of the play, 
simplifying what is not simple, and subjecting to a 
cold regimen forces that are elusive and complex. 
The unities of whatever order have been under 
heavy fire in the theater of recent years. The idea 
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that a human equation can be resolved with all the 
finality of mathematics has few adherents in the 
newer drama. A man may stand for many things, 
according to the light that is thrown upon him or the 
angle from which he is viewed. We no longer believe 
that one arbitrarily selected aspect can be employed 
to represent the man. Perhaps the man is better pre- 
sented by a dualism of aspects. In the drama of life 
a man plays many parts. May he not do so in the 
drama of the stage as well? He is observer and 
observed, creator and created. He both gives and 
takes. The very prevalent custom of employing a 
containing action in which one or more characters are 
shown not alone as acting in the play, but as creat- 
ing the action in their own minds is true to this 
fundamental conception of the unity in complexity 
of all human manifestation. In the same year, 1914, 
in which “On Trial” was produced, A. E. Thomas 
and Clayton Hamilton had produced “The Big 
Idea.” This play employs the expedient of a play 
within a play to unusual effect. A young man and 
a young woman undertake to write a play to make 
up for a defalcation on the part of the young 
woman’s father. But instead of writing the play 
the two proceed to live their own play before the 
audience. The dual situation is developed with 
much skill and humor. A play on a comparable 
plan is Biggers’ and Cohan’s “Seven Keys to Bald- 
pate.” In “Plots and Playwrights” by Edward 
Massey, produced by the Washington Square Play- 
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ers in 1916 we have another application of the 
system of the duality of action in a play. The idea 
of “Plots and Playwrights” is that any street, any 
house, will provide material for a play if only the 
writer can see it. Once this idea is developed in 
discussion between two men it remains only for one 
of them to put it to the test. Visiting successively 
three floors of a lodging house the author finds a 
drama on each floor. The play is a play of youth. 
All types of youth’s disappointment and aspiration, 
from the vaudeville actors on the first floor to the 
frustrate student on the top floor are represented. 
The three playlets taken together and incorporated 
in the drama of the observer and his friend make up 
the larger play. Not only is this play an interest- 
ing illustration of the principle of which we speak. 
The play itself is a criticism of many common fea- 
tures in the drama of the time. 

Beyond the dualism of the containing action or of 
double motivation in a single character, there lies 
fantasy. In fantasy the author throws away the 
claims of reason in behalf of a higher logic. The 
sequence and connections of the action are broken 
by an itinerant fancy which, playing upon all the 
manifestations of the theme, illumines those which 
best bring out its inner qualities. Eleanor Gates’ 
“The Poor Little Rich Girl’ had been written first 
as a novel. Produced in 1913 as a play by Arthur 
Hopkins it was the means of establishing his position 
asaproducer. Of this fantasy George Jean Nathan 
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said at the time, that it is “the best and most imagi- 
native dramatic fantasy this country has given birth 
to.” The play deals with a little rich girl who is 
surrounded by all the riches her heart can want but 
has no companions and is badly neglected by father 
and mother. So she proceeds to invent for herself a 
different world and to call to her all those kindred 
spirits who are denied to her. The play is sentimen- 
tal and is not altogether successful in establishing a 
“cessation of disbelief.” The neglected child goes 
into a delirium, and her dream is peopled with a 
rare combination of people. Needless to say, when 
she gets well she is promised by her remorse-stricken 
parents all those joys which before had been denied 
to the poor little rich girl. 

More than any playwright of the time Edward 
Knoblock has made himself the exponent of the open 
technique in dramatic construction. Born in Amer- 
ica, most of his writing has been done on the other 
side of the Atlantic. If there is any playwright who 
might be called “The Neglected American Play- 
wright” it is Knoblock, for his work has greater 
value than the repute awarded it would imply. 
Karly in his career Knoblock dedicated himself to 
the “story” in dramatic art. In the emphasis of 
various factors it appeared to him that the factor 
of the fable had been overlooked. To Knoblock 
“story” did not mean forced complication of plot. 
It meant an imaginative use of the vital factors of 
action and event that go to make up the content of 
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life. Knoblock’s insistence on story involved many 
things. It involved a far greater insistence upon 
color and movement. It demanded clearly cut and 
dramatic characters. And it demanded that the 
structure and all the factors of the play be subordi- 
nated to the fable. In another time Knoblock would 
be called a romanticist. He is not a romanticist. 
He is a man to whom the appeal of events is strong; 
a man who loves the color and odor of material 
things; a man who tends to see the ideal world in an 
arrangement of concrete events. There is in his 
work a fresh spirit of theatrical imagination. He 
makes no claims to great depth, but he is an accom- 
plished artificer in the theater, and employs the 
theater always for the effects that please his own 
cultivated and unconventional taste. 

Knoblock early appeared as a playwright with 
“The Shulamite” and ‘The Cottage in the Air.” He 
next wrote “The Faun,” in which, in 1911, Faver- 
sham appeared as the denizen of the woods who 
breaks into English society. The trick of bringing 
a faun on the stage was more striking fifteen years 
ago than it would be now and offered the author op- 
portunities for satirical hits on our civilized ways. 
Needless to say, the forest visitor is at the end glad 
to return to his woods. “Kismet” was offered in 
vain to many American producers. Finally ac- 
cepted in London, it was produced by Oscar Asche. 
It was then produced in New York by Harrison 
Grey Fiske and Klaw and Erlanger, in 1911. A 
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lavish stage spectacle, “Kismet” belonged more to 
the order of the old sensation plays than to the more 
recent types of play-writing. It must not be for- 
gotten, moreover, that this was the first play to 
dramatize for the American stage the rich and color- 
ful life of the Orient. In “Discovering America” 
(1912), Knoblock employs an episodic method to tell 
a tale of two cities, Rome and New York. His “Mile- 
stones,” in which he collaborated with Arnold Ben- 
nett, is well known. Probably the most original and 
imaginative of Knoblock’s plays is “My Lady’s 
Dress.” This play is a series of short plays dealing 
with episodes in many different countries, including 
Italy, France, Holland, Siberia and England. These 
plays are connected only by the fact that each deals 
with one of the steps entering into the making of 
a lady’s dress. A wife and her husband have quar- 
reled about an expensive dress. She then dreams a 
series of scenes which reveal how the dress had come 
into being. The somewhat sordid stories are softened 
by the element of dreams. The discarded lover, the 
dying husband, the tipsy weaver, the unwelcome 
suitor, the crippled girl in Whitechapel, the trapper 
who learns that his wife has been untrue to him and 
sells the sable that was to go to his child, all have 
their part in the making of the dress. ‘Marie Odile” 
(1915) was one of the first and best of the war plays 
written during the war. It is a tale of unhappy 
Belgium symbolized by an innocent young girl 
reared among the cloisters. Some of the most deli- 
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cate situations in contemporary drama are here 
handled with authority and beauty. “Paganini,” 
“The Lullaby” and “Tiger Rose” are others of 
Knoblock’s plays. 


III 
PiaywriTinc anp Desicn 


If we are to understand how the new dramatic 
forms have developed it may be well to review some 
of the movements of opinion of the last twenty years 
as these relate to forms. Every change in the 
fashions of the theater is accompanied by a great 
fanfare. The change is not always worth as much as 
the bruit would seem to indicate. Our own time has 
been particularly busy with the noisy patter of crit- 
icism. Some time ago men discovered that the the- 
ater is a world of conventions and illusions. Such 
the theater always is, but the discovery was a shock 
to many and they demanded at once that the con- 
ventions of the theater should be destroyed, that the 
old illusions should no longer illude. They ignored 
the fact that in destroying the old convention they 
were but setting up a new one which would come 
under attack in its time. All artis convention. All 
opinion is illusion. There is the dead convention 
that hangs like a millstone around the neck of the 
imagination. And there is fresh convention that is a 
medium of discovery, that is like a hand opening 
doors. When men demanded that the dead wood 
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be removed from the old theater they were right. 
When they called for a theater without illusions they 
were talking nonsense. 

It was when workers in the theater began to put 
into effect the ideas derived from these misconcep- 
tions that some serious errors were made. ‘The the- 
ater as a whole had been identified with its own dead 
past. In revolt against dead formulas the call came 
to de-theatricalize the theater. In seeking to demol- 
ish the old theater with its false ideals, false morality, 
false and insincere values of beauty, a theater was 
built without ideals, without morality and without 
beauty. The theater of dead conventions became 
the theater of reason. Attitudes were exchanged 
for arguments. Thrills were exchanged for sermons. 
Another result followed: as the dynamic urge of 
dramatic imagination was lacking in our plays, men 
presumed that it had passed away from earth. And 
so they began to introduce into the theater other 
types of imagination, color, line, rhythm, lyric 
imagination, anything other than the dramatic. And 
as they had demanded the abdication of the theatri- 
cal from the theater they began to demand the abdi- 
cation of literature and of personality. The theater 
was to take its place with the arts of design and 
music as an art of absolute composition of fixed and 
eternal symbols without the interposition of the un- 
certain and mysterious values of speech and human 
nature. 

An extraordinary thing was happening in the 
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theater of the world. Finding the stage in the 
hands of the tailors and the efficiency experts; find- 
ing in the whole corps of busy workers no one who 
would not blush to be called an artist, the artists of 
other arts moved upon the stage en masse and pro- 
ceeded to stake it as their own. There were musi- 
cians, and reformers with new ideas of production, 
and archeological zealots with old ideas of produc- 
tion; there were free verse poets, pantechnical icon- 
oclasts, and above all there were the artists of design 
and mass and color. Overnight the stage was 
remade. It came to look like a cross between a car- 
nival and a display in a futurist gallery. Rich with 
ideas, though not always well informed in the his- 
tory of the theater, these men had a favorite theory 
that a new control had come into the theater, that 
all that was necessary was design, arrangement, made 
of the factors of color and mass and line. They 
said a dramatic production was a composition. Their 
ideas were innovating, stimulating and reconstruc- 
tive. They accomplished a great deal of good. 
But they ignored the heart of the theater, which is 
passion. 

What the stage needed was not to be de-theatri- 
calized but re-theatricalized. By a series of pres- 
sures and expulsions extending over decades if not 
centuries, the true creative artist of the theater has 
been eliminated. One needs only to read the history 
of dramatic production in the 18th and 19th centu- 
ries to know that no free art could continue long to 
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exist under the conditions prescribed. As a free art 
the drama did not exist. The only way in which it 
could be made to exist was by freeing the playwright 
to the use and the direction of the resources of the 
theater. While the playwright was held as an ad- 
junct to the glory of the manager, actor and scene 
designer, these gentlemen were ‘killing the art by 
which they lived, of which their lives were but sub- 
ordinate functions. The long-suffering playwright 
had revenge in his hands. When the conditions of 
composition became impossible he ceased to compose, 
and the managers, actors and designers, with a 
market on their hands and hard put to it for wares, 
began to rake up the treasures of the past. When 
the demand for these was exhausted they put up a 
cry to the authors, “Come over into Macedonia and 
help us!” 

Nothing I have said should indicate that advan- 
tage has not come to the theater through the collabo- . 
ration of the brother artists. Their contributions 
came at precisely the moment to enrich the expressive 
resources of the theater—given that there were cre- 
ative artists to employ them. The drama can learn 
much from the arts of design and of music, for a 
play is as truly an “arrangement,” a “study in 
harmonies,” as is a painting or a symphony. It has 
a broader and more unruly orchestra of factors, but 
the play can only benefit by the application to its 
construction of the absolute standards of the sister 
arts. We are now coming to apply these standards 
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and there is a consequent enrichment of the entire 
art of the theater. These standards must be applied 
by the dramatist as an expression of his creative 
vision. When the musician, the designer, work in 
the theater, they work as executants, not as creators. 
All this sounds trite enough when spoken. But it has 
been forgotten, nevertheless. 

We are long past the time when a play can be 
embodied alone in words. Frequently in this book 
we have had occasion to refer to the limitations of 
words as expressive mediums. Not only do words 
supply a very thin channel through which to pour 
the water of life. The channel is crowded and 
clogged with memories of past meanings. And 
if words are becoming increasingly impotent, then 
verse is even more nearly valueless. When Arthur 
Symons says he does not see why people should break 
silence upon the stage except to speak poetry, he is 
revealing how little he knows of the stage, or he is 
employing the term “poetry” in a more inclusive 
sense than is common. ‘The stage must, indeed, em- 
ploy poetry but it is a poetry that is far more extra- 
literate than literate. It must be a poetry that is 
composed upon many dimensions and of a multitude 
of factors. In short, it must be a poetry unlike any 
that was ever written in a book. Language of speech 
and written verse has failed to be an instrument of 
those wide realms of experience and sensation that 
lie deeper than language. The playwright must 
create such instrumentalities and employ them with 
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the command with which the versifier of yesterday 
spun his iambics. 

Various attempts have been made by playwrights 
to approach the creative art of the theater through 
the pure medium either of design or of music. ‘These 
have usually failed because they have been one- 
sided. But they have been worth the experiment. 
One of the most interesting attempts to apply the 
standards of design to dramatic composition is ‘The 
Grotesques,” which is called by Cloyd Head, the 
author, a “decoration in black and white.” This 
play represents a series of designs by Capulchard, 
a demi-urge or fate. 


I design a world for you in black and white, 
Woman and man; old age; youth and the sprite, 
Woman and man again in many forms 

And different episodes, each with its tang, 

And each a sign for the thing signified. 


Then against a silhouette background a series of 
designs are projected which represent the patterns 
of life or of fate. 

It is early discovered that design is not enough. 
Though the artists have introduced movement into 
their design, that design itself becomes dramatic, it 
still lacks that by which the flow and rhythm of time 
may be suggested. For this one must turn to music, 
and music, indeed, provides the qualities to which 
all arts, including the drama, tend. The supreme 
critic, such as Huneker, tends always to rest upon the 
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sanctions of music, that art in which, as Pater says, 
it is impossible to distinguish the form from the 
substance. Any effort to apply these sanctions in 
the present state of dramatic production would of 
necessity be abortive. Nevertheless, very interest- 
ing experiments have been made. These experiments 
attack, as a rule, two features of the produced play; 
first, the tone value of the speech and vocal and 
instrumental sounds; second, the rhythm of the 
production. A man who has carried experiment in 
absolute design and rhythm over into dramatic com- 
position has been Alfred Kreymborg. Unfortunately 
to this date no productions of Kreymborg’s works 
have been made that adequately test and interpret 
the principles of his composition. At its heart the 
work of Kreymborg seems to demand an absolute 
standardization of the mediums of dramatic expres- 
sion. He would standardize action by subjecting it 
to the formal controls of puppetry. He would stan- 
dardize speech by giving it the rhythms of music and 
the dance. Kreymborg is a practical playwright who 
works with a playful fancy among new mediums. Of 
course it should not be thought that in standardizing 
his medium he restricts the imagination. It is his ob- 
jective to liberate the imagination by eliminating 
the insignificant and the accidental. 
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IV 
REFRESHING OF THEATRICAL RESOURCE 


Outside the instrumentalities of pure design and 
music, the modern playwright has called to his aid 
many expedients from the theater of the past. These 
have the advantage that their symbolism has been 
fixed and that through their antiquity and associa- 
tions they have a deep and direct appeal to use. 
They speak a rich and mysterious language. In 
many respects the dance lies half-way between the 
arts of design and of music. It is an expressive com- 
bination of both sound and line. And everything 
implied by the dance has come to be important in 
the new drama. Whether in physical posturing or 
in rhythmic movement the play cannot now ignore 
the qualities of the dance. But the dance possesses a 
deeper interest for the theater than either music or 
design, for it is in the dance that the folk elements 
first appear and are preserved. The dance is the 
living temple of tradition. The colors of myth and 
of fable are burned through it; they do not come 
out in the wash. The contributions of the masters 
of dance and folk lore, of Isadora Duncan, the highly 
colored ballet of Russia, the classical ballet of Italy, 
of the folk gymnastics and dances uncovered by 
Cecil Sharp and the hundreds of their fellows, have 
been of incalculable use in enriching the resources 
of the new drama. Others have pursued their re- 
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searches into the theater of the Middle Ages, into 
puppet plays, folk farces, mysteries, moralities and 
interludes. ‘The Commedia dell’ arte and the Har- 
lequinade have been a mine of information and sug- 
gestion. Pushing beyond these the more recondite 
of the artists of the new stage have inquired into the 
ways of the theater of Greece and Rome, beyond 
these into the ways of the classic drama of the Orient, 
into the theater of India and Persia, Japan and 
China, and still beyond into the secret rituals of the 
hidden cults of Asia. 

Of all the contributions of archeological research 
to the modern art of theater, one of the richest is 
that of masques. Here is a factor that is derived 
both from the artist of pure design and from the 
research worker in old theatrical practice. The 
sources of masques are found in the early history 
of races and tribes. ‘Their modern employment de- 
pends upon the adaptation of an ancient tool to new 
uses. 

It would be too much to expect that all this mate- 
rial had been incorporated into the new drama. And 
yet interesting things have been done. One of the 
outstanding works of imagination of the American 
theater is “The Yellow Jacket” by George C. Hazel- 
ton and J. Harry Benrimo. By any standard this 
play is a work of genius; taking into account the 
conditions of the stage at the time the play was 
written, it is a miracle that it came into being at 
all. The relative share of each author has not been 
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apportioned. There was glory enough for two. It 
is fair to believe that the knowledge of the Chinese 
theater and perhaps even the idea of the employment 
of the simple machinery of Chinese faith for telling 
a story in an Eastern manner for Western ears came 
from Benrimo. The creative genius that completed 
the work and made of a set of detached episodes a 
unit of imaginative power and beauty was Hazelton’s. 
Certain it is that the play could not have come to 
pass without the collaboration of two men of widely 
different backgrounds and methods. 

The story of the play is not to be sketched in out- 
line. Here is one play in which form and substance 
are fused. Any attempt to isolate the substance 
from the form destroys both. The story is derived 
from the theater of China; it is developed through 
Chinese characters; it is instinct with the Chinese 
philosophy. If this were all it would be something, 
but the authors did more than tell a Chinese story. 
They employed the simple symbolism of the Eastern 
stage to release pure imagination in the Western 
world. They demolished at once the four walls, the 
unities, the single-track channels of the Western 
stage. Percy MacKaye expressed the truth of the 
authors’ achievements when he wrote: 


To these you have restored their heritage: 
To humor—loveliness; to undefiled 

Passion—its splendor; to our native stage 
Enchantment and the rapture of a child. 
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Produced first by Henry B. Harris, and for many 
seasons by Mr. and Mrs. Coburn, the play has liter- 
ally gone around the world. 

Even more important than the Chinese theatre as 
a source of a pure and fresh symbolism is the Japa- 
nese stage, particularly as found in the Noh plays. 
These plays permit an unlimited flexibility in place, 
time and action. ‘They appeal only to the inner 
mind. For this reason they offer alluring models for 
imitation or adaptation. In this order Colin Camp- 
bell Clements has done imaginative work. Deriving 
his material from various out-of-the-way sources, 
Thomas Wood Stevens has in plays and masques cre- 
ated modern shows of the materials of legend in 
“Cesar’s Gods,” a Byzantine masque, in “The 
Daimio’s Head” from Japan, and in “Masques of 
the East and West,” composed with Wallace Rice. 
Stark Young, who constructs his plays of color and 
sensation and folk legend, derives his materials not 
alone from the past but from out-of-the-way places 
in which the color and the savor of life run more 
high than in our cold zones. ‘To these materials he 
has in “At the Shrine,” “Madretta,” “The Saint,” 
“The Colonnade” applied symbols reminiscent of the 
earlier and purer practice of the stage. 

The number of modern plays written under the 
Harlequin convention is very great. Of some im- 
portance are Alfred Kreymborg’s “Plays for Merry 
Andrews,” “Plays for Poem Mimes,” and “Puppet 
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Plays” among others. Many plays that appear at 
first view to be simply imitations of old romance 
are found to be better than this, in that they are 
or seek to be a vital recharging of an old mood or 
emotion. Sidney Howard’s “Swords”; C. S. Brooks’ 
“Tuca Sarto” have in them an independent vitality 
that is not lost because the symbol is old. Among 
the many other plays demanding to be noted are 
Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Aria da Capo” and 
“Two Slatterns and a King,” Wallace Stephen’s 
“Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise,” James Oppen- 
heim’s “The Book of Self,” “The Pioneers,” “The 
Prelude to Creation.” 

Aside from these works, all of which are written 
in words, there are other works from which the lan- 
guage factor has been eliminated. In the panto- 
mime ballet I have here no interest; but in the ritual 
drama in pantomime I find a great deal of inter- 
est. Both the pantomime ballet and the ritual 
drama have been restricted by the fact that they 
demand a highly skilled company for their produc- 
tion. One cannot print a book of a pantomime or 
a ritual and permit it to rest on the shelf until 
recognition comes. Such a work exists only in pro- 
duction. For the reason that they have the best 
nucleus of a ballet company in this country, and be- 
cause their own inclinations and gifts lead them to 
the purest types of stage production, the ritual 
dramas created by Misses Alice and Irene Lewisohn, 


of which “The Salut au Monde” and “The Arab 
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Fantasia” are examples, are the highest productions 
of this order in America. 

The changing conceptions of stage management 
and structure do not come into the field of this book. 
Much attention has been paid to these matters in 
recent years. Important as they are, they do not 
so much represent the primary as the secondary con- 
ditions of stage art. A vital imagination in the 
playwright creates its own stage just as truly as it 
creates characters and story. Whether footlights 
shall be used or not, whether scenery shall be in per- 
spective or solids, whether the stage shall lie behind 
a picture frame or shall be an extension of the 
world in which we live, are questions that go back 
in the last analysis to the playwright. 

The new drama makes interesting and novel de- 
mands upon stage resources. The old limitations 
as to “what is a play” no longer hold. He would 
be a daring person or a stupid one who in these days 
attempted with any precision to define a play. The 
same may be said of the theater. The old specifica- 
tions of a theater no longer hold. A theater is any 
place in which a dramatic action takes place. It 
may be a playhouse, a world, or the mind of a man. 
Formerly the play was a thin fabric of fancy ren- 
dered by the speech and action of players upon the 
boards. To-day the play tends to be a solid model 
of an event in action. It is speech and action and 
character and event and scene. There is a real dif- 
ference between these two conceptions of a play. 
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The plays of yesterday had had a tremendous vital- 
ity, but they had lost it. Efforts were made to inject 
a vitality into an anemic substance by giving it 
fever, fervor, passion, or by giving it meaning or 
uplift. These efforts did not succeed. Dramatists 
continued to construct their plays about life. Not 
until they learned to construct them of life did plays 
take on vigor again. 

And when they learned to do so they were 
astounded by the riches of the dramatic material 
around them and by the sheer simplicity of their 
task. Playmaking ceased now to be writing. It 
came to be a species of modeling. True, this model- 
ing involved materials of many different kinds, all 
of which had to be pieced together, unified and ener- 
gized into a coherent whole, and it was a kind of 
modeling unlike any before known because it involved 
elements of motion and rhythm and sound. 

There now followed a great simplification in the 
order of plays. When the playwright was seeking 
to speak for life he had continually to rake his mind 
to find something significant to say about it. And 
he seldom found anything significant to say, and so 
contented himself with repeating with ever greater 
emphasis the old truisms. When the playwright 
came to permit life to speak for itself, his work was 
simplified and, paradoxically enough, made more sig- 
nificant. He could now throw away the freight of 
ideas, banal commentary, frivolous jest and fanned- 
up passion. Not realism, but reality was his salva- 
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tion. Nothing has been less real than realism, not 
fantasy, romance or melodrama. The playwrights 
are recognizing that they are not called upon to tie 
up their action into little packages or doctrine, that 
if the action itself be but true, the doctrine will take 
care of itself. It is out of this recognition that there 
has come the great increase in freedom of form of 
recent years, the return to story and character as 
the central interest in dramatic art, the dictation of 
form by substance. ; 

Of all the plays that represent this new simplifica- 
tion and objectivity of outlook, “What Price Glory,” 
by Maxwell Anderson and Laurence Stallings is the 
most apposite example. There are those who profess 
to see in this work a diatribe against war. The play 
is no more a diatribe against war than against 
peace. It is neither diatribe, polemic nor propa- 
ganda. It is an abnormally solid piece of modeling 
by men who have the intuitions of artists. The 
material with which they deal is war-making men. 
To say that these men know their material by heart 
is not to the point. It is, in fact, an insult to them 
and to the stage, for it implies that playwrights 
often treat material that they do not know. (The 
essential point is the treatment they give to the mate- 
rial, the solidity, balance, restraint and suggestive- 
ness the completed product takes under their hands. 
If it has the qualities of spiritual illumination 
through the lens of base matter then it, too, is a work 
of art, and all discussion of its meaning, lesson, is 
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beside the mark. “What Price Glory” has these 
“qualities in an unusual degree. More than any recent 
' work of stage art it responds to the tests of sculpture 
\ and music. The significance of its war theme lies 
not so much in the horrors of war and the passions 
\ of war-making men as in the weight and difficulty 
of the material the playwrights chose to handle. A 
play so modeled and disciplined could be written 
about an old man going in the evening to the post- 
office for the mail and meeting on the way a woman 
whom he had loved in youth and who had married 
another. In short, it is not the theme selected that 
gives a play importance, but the adequacy of the 
handling. In the case of this play the authors ran 
many dangers. Not the least of these was that very 
doctrine-making proclivity of people that causes 
them to see all reality through a haze of melancholy 
and ideas. ‘They had to avoid this danger in their 
own artificering. They did avoid this and other dan- 
gers, and the fact that they did so is the measure of 
_ their success. 

Another play produced during the season 1924-25 
that borrows significance rather from its modelling 
than from its substance is Sidney Howard’s “They 
Knew What They Wanted.” Here is a play that 
deals with a very old theme that has for generations 
been sadly marred in the handling. Human mo- 
tives and impulses have so long been prescribed with- 
in the theatrical as distinguished from the natural 
or instinctive convention that it is difficult to say 
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what is false and what is true. It is Howard’s chief 
service to this play that along with an effortless 
craftsmanship and a sunny temper he brings a quick ” 
and infallible eye for human values. 

The contribution of a clear and corrective vision 
to materials that have been badly confused is a rare 
and valuable thing. It would perhaps appear that 
a study of Don Marquis’s play “The Dark Hours” 
(1924) dealing with the last phase of the life of 
Jesus should not find place in a discussion of form. 
And yet the test of the treatment of the most sacred 
legend of history lies rather in form than in any 
other quality. The story is known by heart to mil- 
lions. To tell it again in such a manner that all its 
values stand out in the purity and dignity of first 
discovery is a rare achievement indeed. This Don 
Marquis has done, and in so doing has, in my opin- 
ion, provided one of the outstanding works of dra- 
matic imagination of our time. The play has not 
yet been produced., This is fortunate. It is not a 
play to be rushed upon the stage in precipitate en- 
thusiasm. That the play will find its production 
there is no question. The production itself should be 
as consecrated a work as was the composition. 

“The Dark Hours” is variously distinguished. It 
is distinguished by the limpid purity of its language. 
The author does not seek to avoid the archaic by 
recourse to the scientific or, journalistic. He rather 
employs the purity of form found in the various 
early versions of the scriptures. It is distinguished 
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by the dramatic balance by means of which a fair 
judgment is given to all actors in the great drama. 
The author shows not only the sacred fire of Jesus. 
He is just to the rhapsody and fervor of those who 
keep the law and condemn him. He is just to the 
Sanhedrin and to Judas; to Peter and John and 
Pilate. It is distinguished by a command of the 
dramatic resources of a great theme. This is not 
alone the drama of a Man, even the King of Men, 
but a drama of Humanity at the moment when all 
the currents of history were conspiring in a mighty 
event. While the play is a tragedy of spiritual 
forces the author is not ashamed to realize these in 
an action that is always concrete, forceful and moy- 
ing. The opportunities of staging are grasped; the 
difficulties are avoided with the ease of mastery. 
The tendency of playwrights everywhere is to 
incorporate into the action of the play the characters, 
motives and action of the life they live. Needless to 
say, this lessens the importance of the proscenium 
arch and the curtain; it bridges the gap between 
audience and actor; it carries the stage down into 
auditorium and extends the auditorium on to the 
stage. Every day it is becoming more difficult to 
say where spectatorship ends and _ participation 
begins. ‘The tendency is to make the entire audience 
participant. In physical pattern the stage develops 
slowly and surely toward the treatment of the theater 
as a unit. The carrying on of an action in certain 
parts of the audience, the entrance and exit of char- 
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acters through the audience are simple expressions of 
this tendency. And in playmaking there is an 
increasing disposition to develop the story through 
the employment of a circus, a magician, or a play 
within a play in the enjoyment of which audience 
and players are presumed to unite. 

But stage architecture still circumscribes the 
playwright. In the more significant experiments 
toward a wider stage of action we must leave the 
theater play as at present composed and produced 
and consider the pageant and the masque. Let it 
be said at once that nothing in the world is new. 
These forms go back to ancient sources, to the plays 
of Sophocles, to the Progresses of Elizabeth and 
James, to the Court Masques of Jonson and his 
fellows. But the modern practice and principle are 
new. ‘These forms have to-day resources of light and 
color through the use of electricity and of magnified 
sound that did not exist in other times. And the 
intent, too, is to-day different from that of the past. 
The arts of the past, whether in Greece or in Eliza- 
bethan England, depended upon a differentiation of 
classes. The arts demand to-day a fusing of classes. 
The movement has begun to take the drama away 
from the theater and back into the grove and into 
the circular amphitheatre of its origins. No one 
can say how far this movement will go. Few plays 
have been written for this style of production. ‘The 
Grove Plays produced for many years by the 
Bohemian Club in California have been written for 
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production in a setting of nature abetted by art. 
In such a play the best effects partake of the quality 
of accident. Now and then effects are created to be 
blown away by the wind, to disappear like star-dust. 
But the accidental quality of these plays, the uncon- 
trollable elements of the production operate against 
a sure artistry. 

The man who has done most to enlarge the physical 
equipment of the non-theatre stage is Percy 
MacKaye. If we are to understand what MacKaye 
has done we must remember that he discards entirely 
the differentiation between audience and actor. The 
audience is participant in the action. To accomplish 
this he must vary the location, shape and equipment 
of the stage with relation to the audience. Only a 
few illustrations of this widening of resource can be 
given, and these rather to indicate the greatly ex- 
tended scope of the author’s imaginative creation 
than as a discussion of scene construction. The 
action of “Caliban, by the Yellow Sands,” takes 
place, symbolically, on three planes: (1) In the 
cave of Setebos (before and after its transformation 
into the theatre of Prospero); (2) in the mind of 
Prospero (behind the cloudy curtain of the inner 
stage) ; and (3) on the ground circle of the Yellow 
Sands (the place of historic time).” The action of 
“The Evergreen Tree” takes place in four regions 
indicated by two stages and two aisles, the audience 
being located between the two stages. The stages 
represent places, the aisles represent pathways. The 


The Mystery of Form 307 


action of “Caliban” is realized through eight prin- 
cipal parts, speaking on a raised stage before sound- 
ing-boards, through mute presences, choral pres- 
ences, pantomime groups and dancers. In “The 
Masque of St. Louis” MacKaye employs for the first 
time a great Puppet symbolizing a majestic presence 
greater than an individual man. 


V 
Tue New Supstance Breaks THRovucu 


Like the theater as a whole, which is coming to 
occupy fields of our common life which had before 
been closed to it, or of which the existence had been 
hidden, the substance of our plays is breaking 
through the hitherto established forms. The new 
form of our plays is less an expression of esthetic 
sense than of the sudden and unparalleled piling on 
of new substance and new values in our life. Ex- 
perimental psychology, psychic research had been 
for years collecting data based upon close observa- 
tion of the habits, hereditary and acquired, of man. 
As long as the drama remained locked in its old shell, 
while it was a mere verbal gloss on life, and not a 
concrete realization of it, these materials did not 
touch the theater at all. When the theater became 
the art of immediate reality these materials became 
the center of its interest. 

Essentially, then, when we speak of the new form 
of the drama, we mean the new substance. Any effort 
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to achieve novelty of form aside from the vital pres- 
sures that condition form and create it, is in effect 
dishonest and self-defeating. So judged, form is 
the final standard of excellence in the play, for it is 
the measure of the success with which all the elements 
have been mingled in it. There is no other standard 
than that of form. Neither popular appeal, nor 
moral import, nor simulation of reality, nor universal 
symbolism, nor laughter, nor tears, nor intellectual 
approval applies the final test of a play. In refer- 
ring the play back to form we are admittedly placing 
its criteria beyond the reach of debate. On doctrines 
there may be dispute. But on taste there may be 
no dispute. Beyond debate also are the means by 
which this form is achieved. Almost without excep- 
tion great work is done with comparative ease. And 
the qualities essential to the creation of form are 
among the mysteries of the creative spirit. They are 
not acquired by discipline or by study. There is in 
them something of fortuity. The love boat of “The 
Yellow Jacket,” the rhythmic drum-beat of “The 
Emperor Jones,” the successive inspirations that 
made up “The Hairy Ape” are products of powers 
that lie deep hidden under the surface of the author’s 
technique. ‘These powers come anew to each artist 
and the knowledge dies with him. He cannot pass 
it on to his disciples. It follows from this that there 
is in great art something like the lucky stroke, the 
inspired flash in the dark. There is in such work 
the sign manual of the artist, the indication that he 
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alone has done it. It is not too nicely smoothed 
down, some of the crudities of construction hang to 
it, the mischances of adventure are acknowledged 
courageously. The artist is concerned with things 
deeper than form, of which form is a revealing 
attribute. 

The most interesting works of recent playwrights 
are those works in which the adventure values higher 
than the cargo brought home. In 1913 Charles 
Frohman said in prophesying what the theater would 
be like in twenty-one years, that it would all sum up 


in “the outspeeding of speed. . . . From now on the 
universal ambition will be to increase speed by elimi- 
nating middle distances. . . . It is the desire to 


pack so much into life that the average human exist- 
ence will gain in intensity what it may lose in length. 
I should not be at all surprised if twenty years from 
now managers will be selling plays in tablet form.” 
This is of course exaggerated, and yet time has 
shown that Charles Frohman was right. We have 
grown to be contemptuous of our nicely turned toy 
dramas; distrustful of the dramatic quod erat. We 
demand of our plays that they take the platitude for 
granted and explore more into things that are not 
matters of common knowledge. Wide public interest 
in psychic research and in psycho-analysis has found 
its natural reflection in the stage. Speculation on 
the after-life remains, as far as the drama is con- 
cerned, simply speculation. No play has yet been 
written which in any degree throws a new light on 
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this old question. Belasco’s “The Return of Peter 
Grimm” is in every respect a situation play. Effec- 
tive in its order it has nothing to say about the other 
world; it shows Peter back again on this side of the 
line of death. In “The Adding Machine,” the 
other-worldly factors are colorless and secondary 
to the main motive of the play which is to show a 
human automaton. “The Happy Ending,” by the 
MacPhersons, produced 1917 by Arthur Hopkins, 
was ambitious but sweetly sentimental. In short, no 
play has been written in America that draws one up 
with a quick rein before the after-life as do “Liliom” 
and “Outward Bound.” 

The American playwright may respond that he 
does not know about the after-life anyway. But 
what he thinks he writes. In treating the “confusion 
of worlds” uncovered by psycho-analysis, American 
playwrights are taking an advanced position. “Over- 
tones,” by Alice Gerstenberg, “Suppressed Desires,” 
by Susan Glaspell, “Orthodoxy,” by Nina Wilcox 
Putnam, were early and amusing dramatizations of 
the subconscious. Theodore Dreiser in the series of 
plays published in “Plays of the Natural and Super- 
natural” (‘The Girl in the Coffin,’ “The Blue 
Sphere,” “Laughing Gas,” “The Light in the Win- 
dow,” etc.), draws his actions together on a plane of 
thought, but violates unity of place. His plays are 
interesting and convincing for reading, but are 
hardly adapted to production on the stage. They 
are plays for the stage of the mind. 
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The distrust of objective appearances objectively 
displayed is strong in many playwrights. They seek 
then to treat subjective reality as if it were objective, 
giving it speech and action, but always under the 
convention that what is spoken and done is to repre- 
sent the inner and not the outer life. Several years 
_ ago John Howard Lawson, who had spent some years 
in studying the advanced stage in Europe, brought 
home the manuscript of “Roger Bloomer.” Of this 
play one can say with John Dos Passos that it “is 
a raw, unlabeled attempt to use the emotional 
possibilities of the theater to their fullest ex- 
tent for the expression of the commonest Amer- 
ican theme—a boy running away from home to 
go to the big city.” But it is more than this. 
It is the revelation of the inside soul of the 
boy, the untamed adolescent, in his feverish self- 
searchings and in his agonizing communions with 
others. It is a study of the adjustments and reac- 
tions of boy psychology to a world that is too crass 
and crude for it. The play may be considered in 
another way as an experiment toward the expression 
of the uncodrdinated energy of American life, its 
complexities of appearance and substance and its 
spiritual blocs. In this respect the work is better 
done. Roger Bloomer was played by Equity Players 
in a production that did not serve well the author’s 
conception. In a note in the published edition he 
insists that “Roger Bloomer must be played by an 
actor of sturdy virile appearance, giving the impres- 
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sion of an average American boy. . . . He is not 
neurasthenic, but rather the most normal person in 
the play.” While the part as played was sympa- 
thetic, it was not virile, nor did the settings follow 
the author’s idea. “The suggested division of the 
stage into sections, with the action taking place first 
at one side and then at the other as indicated in the 
text, does not mean that the movement of the players 
is confined to small cubby holes. . . . These divi- 
sions are rather used to suggest the background of 
the scene.” 

Even those who were most responsive to the au- 
thor’s purpose in the writing of this play had to 
admit that the execution was not worthy of the 
author’s design. Great forces were released but 
were not sufficiently held in check. The vague, in- 
choate and undisciplined power which it was the pur- 
pose of the author to reveal in action broke through 
the channels of the author’s dramaturgy. It is one 
thing to write a play about sophomores; another 
thing to write a sophomoric play about sophomores.. 
While “Roger Bloomer” cannot wholly escape cen- 
sure on this score Lawson’s later play “Processional” 
produced in 1925 by the Theatre Guild rises well 
above any such criticism. With a considerably 
larger theme this play also has a discipline of sar- 
donic good humor and awareness that holds in 
bounds the excesses of passion that are its necessary 
substance. The earlier play treated the subjective 
life of a boy. ‘Processional’ treats the subjective 
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life of America as a whole. Fortunately the pro- 
duction was entirely up to the demands of the com- 
position. “Processional” is a work of great impor- 
tance. 

The employment of dreams and hallucinations to 
uncover for dramatic use subconscious and repressed 
states antedates the new psychology. And yet the 
new psychology has given this use sanction and 
wider currency. It is subject to a wide variety of 
use. Sometimes a solid texture of narrative is set 
between prologue and epilogue and explained as 
being a dream. Sometimes the play represents the 
broken, disjointed phantoms of mania. “Beggar on 
Horseback” (1924) by George S. Kaufman and 
Marc Connolly was suggested by “Hans Sonnen- 
stresser’s Hohlenfahrt,” a German play of fifteen 
years ago, by Paul Apel. In its American form it is 
essentially an original work. Better than any recent 
work it reveals the undercurrent of discontent and 
disillusion that exists in American life. We have 
had radical and bad natured censures of our ideals 
in plenty. These accomplish little, for they stir 
up resentments that impede the search for truth. 
“Beggar on Horseback” is light, fanciful, sympa- 
thetic and terribly revealing. The play begins 
slowly and with even a pedestrian movement on the 
plane of commonplace fact. The authors doggedly 
insist upon the realities of the situation, the failure 
of the musician in his ideals as a composer, the suc- 
cess of the man in his impending marriage to an 
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heiress. It is in accord with what psycho-analysis 
has told us of the subconscious that Neil McRae is 
shown to be conscious of no mental doubts. The sys- 
tem of American life owns him and he knows it. And 
then by a trick that the authors do not even seek to 
explain, the repressed subconscious begins to come 
to the fore. Through the movement of the play a 
rhythm begins to move. We advance, whether in 
dreams or in reality, into the marriage scene. The 
scene moves upon a rhythm which might be that of a 
galley slave’s toil, or that of a jazz dance. It is 
both. From this the action delves deeper and deeper 
into the hidden consciousness of the composer. Now 
the universe is grotesquely at loose ends and events 
follow each other in wild inconsequence and without 
moral values. And then there breaks through the 
nightmare the pure loveliness of the fantasy, “A 
Kiss in Xanadu.” It would be a mistake to seek for 
symbolism where the effort was to avoid symbolism. 
The play is a work of imagination of first order. 

“Conscience” (1924) by Don Mulally, is inter- 
esting because the hard structure of remembered 
event is embedded in a mania of dreams and regrets. 
The portions of the play that deal with neurotic 
mental states are not of equal quality with the more 
closely observed realistic action. 

“The Bronx Express,” by Ossip Dymov, deals 
with the dream of a Jewish immigrant in the Bronx, 
a dream peopled with characters from the advertise- 
ments in the Subway. 
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In “The Crime in the Whistler Room,” by 
Edmund Wilson, presented at the Provincetown 
Playhouse, September, 1924, we have a more com- 
plex structure. While the action of the dream is 
supposed to take place in the mind of one of the 
characters, the dream itself, as well as the entire play, 
has a widely symbolic significance. Into an ex- 
quisitely appointed room, the characters and furni- 
ture of which represent an old and refined order, 
there is invited a young woman from another world. 
Soon she has surrounded herself by people of her 
class, and by these in her mocking dreams the crime 
of the murder of her benefactors is committed. Be- 
tween these two worlds the author keeps the needle 
poised. The dream features are developed with rich 
imaginative powers. 

An early play on a supernatural motive was 
George Bronson Howard’s “The Red Light of 
Mars.” This had faint hints of Faust in it. Upton 
Sinclair’s “Singing Jailbirds,” effectively drama- 
tizes the mental sufferings of a prisoner for opinion 
bound in an underground cell. Most of the action 
of the play takes place in the mind of the prisoner, 
which gradually breaks under the strain. 

The modern playwright is not concerned alone 
with entering the dreams and the subconscious planes 
of his characters. He must play the part of the all- 
seeing eye, the ear that hears all things, the under- 
standing that comprehends the secret thoughts of 
men. Supremely interested in men as individuals, 
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the new playwright begins to see, or to think that he 
sees, man losing his individuality under the pressure 
of mighty forces that move him about at will in 
phalanxes, put uniforms on his back, rubber stamps 
in his hands, stereotyped phrases in his mouth, and 
an adding machine in his head. Under such a view 
as this man becomes not only a repository of uncon- 
scious memories, passions, and habits; he becomes a 
machine whose will is no longer important, whose 
pains and pleasures no longer shock him to deep feel- 
ing or ecstasy, who does not live when he lives and 
does not die when he is dead. In the depiction of 
such a figure as this, there is no place for the older 
motives of drama, for those were the motives of men. 
These individuals are pulled by external strings like 
puppets. The author of this book is not equipped 
to comment on the value or worthlessness of this idea 
as a social theory. As a dramatic concept it has an 
unquestioned force. This is made manifest in the 
reduction of the factor of free will in drama, and 
strangely enough in the reduction of the value of the 
actor. Never were the shortcomings of the actor 
more apparent than they are to-day. Are the stage 
designer and the author carrying the play beyond 
the powers of personality to reflect and interpret? 
Or will a new generation of actors arise equipped by 
training and skill to body forth the meaning of the 
composer? ‘There are those who think that person- 
ality is becoming de trop in dramatic art, that the 
stage production of the future will minimize rather 
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than enhance the appeals of personality and prestige. 
Be that as it may, the use of fixed symbols in the 
form of masques, puppets, or stylized make-up, does 
not necessarily mean a surrender of the deepest ex- 
pressiveness. It may be a more direct and eco- 
nomical means of expressing truths that lie beyond 
representation. 

The manikins on Fifth Avenue in “The Hairy 
Ape,” the dummies in the club chairs in “Roger 
Bloomer,” carried some meaning, no doubt. What 
that meaning was has been dramatized into a com- 
plete play by Elmer Rice in “The Adding Machine.” 
Mr. Zero is a “lost soul” in the deepest and most 
tragic sense. When he lost his soul he became a 
machine. Nothing that happened after he had lost 
his soul mattered. Has a machine senses, instincts, 
feelings? Can a machine think? Is it morally re- 
sponsible? The absolute deadness of Mr. Zero, the 
inconsequence of his worst as well as of his best acts 
are effectively brought home. Nothing that he does 
or thinks has any external consequence. And he is 
the same dead as alive. In one of the most original 
scenes in our recent drama, the two “lost souls,” 
Daisy and Zero, play in their minds with the 
thoughts of life. But their life-thoughts do not 
come to speech: 

“Zero: Your hair’s gettin’ gray. You don’t wear 
them shirt-waists any more with the low collars. 
When you’d bend down to pick somethin up 

Daisy: I wish I knew what to ask for. Girl takes 
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mercury after all-night party. Woman in ten-story 
death leap. 

Zero: I wonder where she’ll go when she gets out. 
Gee, I’d like to make a date with her. Why didn’t I 
go over there the night my wife went to Brooklyn? 
She never would ’a’ found out. 

Daisy: I saw Pauline Frederick do it once. 
Where could I get a pistol, though? 

Zero: I guess I didn’t have the nerve. 

Daisy: I’ll bet you’d be sorry, then, that you’d 
been so mean to me. How do I know, though? 
Maybe you wouldn’t. 

Zero: Nerve? I got as much nerve as anybody. 
I’m on the level, that’s all. I’m a married man and 
I’m on the level. 

Daisy: Anyhow, why ain’t I got a right to live? 
I’m as good as anybody else. I’m too refined, I guess. 
That’s the whole trouble. 

Zero: The time the wife had pneumonia I thought 
she was going to pass out. But she didn’t. The 
doctor’s bill was eighty-seven dollars. (Looking wp.) 
Hey, wait a minute! Didn’t you say eighty-seven 
dollars? 

Daisy (looking up): What? 

Zero: Was the last you said, eighty-seven dollars? 

Daisy (consulting the slip): Forty-two fifty. 

Zero: Well, I made a mistake. Wait a minute! 
(He busies himself with an eraser.) All right. 
Shoot! 

Daisy: Six dollars, three-fifteen. Two-twenty- 
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five. Sixty-five cents. A dollar-twenty. You talk 
to me as if I was dirt.” 

In such plays as these, where the externals of 
events are shredded entirely apart from the internal 
reality, we have the first tentatives of playwrights 
to get below the surface to the hidden reality beneath. 
Bafflmg these tentatives must be as they approach 
the border line of mystery. Having gained poise 
and discipline in the handling of the reality of sense 
and bodily form, the playwright presses onward into 
zones where reality begins to break into the unknown. 


Enp 


INDEX 


“Abraham Lincoln”—Drinkwa- 
ter, 251. 

ADE, GEORGE, 145, 149-53, 
239. 

“A Doll’s House”—Ibsen, 100. 

A Garland for Sylvia—Mac- 
Kaye, 6, 7, 10, 55. 

AKINS, ZOE, 208, 212-18, 277, 
281. 

Aldis, Mary, 276. 

Alexander, John W., 38, 48. 

Alabama—Augustus 
149. 

A_ Little Journey—Crothers, 
183, 184. 

All God’s Chillun Got Wings— 
O’Neill, 117, 199. 

A Maid of Leyden—MacKaye 
and Southerland, 9. 

A Man’s World—Crothers, 183, 
184, 

A Masque of Labor—MacKaye, 
48. 


Ambush—Richman, 193. 

A Modern Harlequinade—Clem- 
ents, 277. 

Andersen, Hans Christian, 173. 

Anderson, Maxwell, and Stall- 
ings, Laurence, 178, 301. 

Andreyev, Leonid, 255. 

Anglin, Margaret, 137, 138. 

Anna Christie—O’Neill, 99, 115- 
17. 

Another Way Out—Langner, 
Q77. 

Anspacher, Louis K., 237. 

Anti-Matrimony—MacKaye, 31. 

Archer, William, 228. 

Arizona — Augustus Thomas, 
149, 


321 


Thomas, | 


Aria da Capo—Millay, 277, 298. 

A Roadhouse in Arden—Moel- 
ler, 277. 

Asche, Sholom, 194. 

“A Substitute for War”’—Mac- 
Kaye, 29. 

A Successful Calamity—Kum- 
mer, 259-60. 

A Thousand Years Ago—Mac- 
Kaye, 43. 

At the Shrine—Young, 297. 

AUSTIN, MARY, 195-96. 

hey al Way—Buchanan, 


“Babbitt”—Lewis, 155, 241. 

Baker, Professor George’ P., 
207. 

Ballet, 298. 

Barnhart, Harry, 38. 

Baughan, E. A., 60. 

BEACH, LEWIS, 206, 278. 

Beauty and the Jacobin—Tar- 
kington, 278. 

Be Calm, Camilla—Kummer, 
260. 

Becky Sharp—Mitchell, 224. 

Before Breakfast—O’Neill, 86. 

Beggar on Horseback—Kauf- 
man and Connolly, 243, 313- 
14. 

Belasco, David, 4, 310. 

Bennett, Arnold, and Knob- 
lock, Edward, 279, 286. 

Benson, F. R., 131. 

Bernice—Glaspell, 209, 


‘Beyond the Horizon—O’Neill, 


63, 87, 89, 92, 99, 118, 119. 
Biographical Comedy, 250, 
“Birth”’—Gale, 206. 


322 


Bithell, Jethro, 43. 

Blight—Elwood, 207. 

Blood of Kings—Dransfield, 
207. 

Bluebird—Leonard, 196. 

Bohemian Grove Plays, 305. 

Bound East for Cardiff— 
O’Neill, 70, 76. 

Bridges—Kummer, 258. 

Brooks, C. S., 298. 

Brothers—Beach, 206. 

Broun, Heywood, 246, 249, 

Brown, Alice, 277. 

Buchanan, Thompson, 237. 

Browne, Porter Emerson, 267. 

Bynner, Witter, 277. 


Cesar’s Gods—Stevens, 297. 

Caliban by the Yellow Sands— 
MacKaye, 49, 306-7. 

Carb, David, and Eaton, Wal- 
ter Prichard, 252. 

“Carolina Folk Plays,” 207. 

“Carolina Plays,” 276. 

Children of the Moon—Flavin, 
197. 

Chinese Love—Kummer, 258. 

Chadwick, George W., 30, 38. 

Chaucer, 6, 10. 

Christopher 
nedy, 181. 

Chuck, an Orchard Fantasy— 
MacKaye, 31. 

Clarence—Tarkington, 261-63. 

Clements, Colin Campbell, 277, 
297, 

Coburn, Mr. and Mrs., 297. 

Coburn Players, 11. 

COHAN, GEORGE M.,, 
156, 239, 266. 

Cohan and Biggers, 282. 

Comedy, 219-23. 

Commedia dell’ Arte, 41, 295. 

“Community Drama” — Mac- 
Kaye, 29. 

Conrad, Joseph, 60, 77. 

Conscience—Mulally, 314. 

Converse, F. S., 15, 37, 38, 40. 


Columbus—Ken- 


145, 


Index 


Cook, George Cram, 207. 

Craig, Gordon, 41, 105, 129. 

Craven, Frank, 239. 

CROTHERS, RACHEL, 177, 
182-87. 

Culbertson, E. H., 198. 

Cunningham, Leon, 206. 


Daddy’s Gone 
Akins, 213, 217. 
“Dakota Playmakers’ 
276. 
Damrosch, Walter, 38. 
DAVIS, OWEN, 202-5, 267. 
De Koven, Reginald, 38, 41. 
Dell, Floyd, 277. 
Desire Under the 
O’Neill, 76, 118. 
Dickinson, Clarence, 38. 
‘Die Jungfrau von Orleans”— 
Schiller, 15. 


a-Hunting— 


Plays,” 


Elms— 


Diff’rent—O’Neill, 76, 89-91, 
118. 

Discovering America—Knob- 
lock, 286. 


Dodd, Lee Wilson, 237. 

Dransfield, Jane, 207. 

Dreiser, Theodore, 310. 

Drinkwater, John, 251. 

Driscoll, Louise, 277. 

Dukes, Ashley, 126. 

Duley—Kaufman and Connolly, 
243, 244. 

Duncan, Isadora, 294. 

Dymovy, Ossip, 194, 314. 


Eaton, Walter Prichard, 119, 
154. 

Egypt—Sheldon, 169. 

Elwood, Walter, 207. 

“Kmbers”—Middleton, 182. 

EMERY, GILBERT, 191-93. 

Enter the Hero—Helburn, 277. 

Entrekin, Knowles, 269. 

Episode—Emery, 193, 

Hepressing Willie — Crothers, 
183, 187, 188. 

Expressionism, 104. 


Index 


“Fables in Slang”—Ade, 149. 

Fair and Warmer—Winchell 
Smith, 155. 

Farwell, Arthur, 38. 

Father and the Boys—Ade, 150. 

Faulkner, Barry, 15, 37. 

“Feathertop”—Hawthorne, 33. 

Fenris, the Wolf—MacKaye, 6 

Fine Feathers—Walter, 160, 
166. 

Fire—Austin, 195-96. 

Fiske, Harrison ‘Grey, 167, 285, 
286. 

Fiske, Minnie Maddern, 
913, 224, 295, 252, 253. 
Fitch, Clyde, 4, 148, 149. 

Flavin, Martin, 196-97. 

Flexner, Anne Crawford, 237. 

Fog—O’Neill, 65. 

Folk Lore, 51. 

Fools Errant—Shipman, 237. 

Forbes, James, 237, 242. 

“Fortune and Men’s Eyes”— 
Peabody, 131. 

Four Who Were Blind—Clem- 
ents, 277. 

F.P.A., 243. 

Frohman, Charles, 309. 

Furst, William, 38. 


167, 


GALE, ZONA, 205-6, 241-42, 
278. 

Gates, Eleanor, 283-84. 

Genthe, Arnold, 38. 

Gerstenberg, Alice, 277, 310. 

Gettysburgh, a Woodshed Com- 
mentary—MacKaye, 31. 

Gillette, William, 4. 

GLASPELL, SUSAN, 208-12, 
277, 310. 

Glory of the Morning—Leonard, 
196. 

Goat Alley—Culbertson, 198. 
Gold—O’Neill, 74, 114. 

Goldberg, Isaac, 126. 

Good Gracious Annabelle— 
Kummer, 258. 

Goodman, Kenneth Sawyer, 277. 


823 


Gordin, Jacob, 194, 

Gozzi, Carlo, 43 

Grand Opera, 39. 

Granny Maumee — Torrence, 
198, 277. 

Greatness or The Texas Night- 
ingale—Akins, 213, 217. 

Gribble, Harry Wagstaff, 268. 


Hamilton, Clayton, 282. 

Hampden, Walter, 36, 259. 

Hapgood, Norman, 10. 

Hardy, Thomas, 78. 

Harris, H. B., 32. 

Harvard Dramatic Club, 32. 

ene Workshop Plays, i 

76 

Hawthorne, Nathaniel, 33, 138. 

HAZELTON, GEORGE C., 
and BENRIMO, J. HARRY, 
295-97. 

He and She—Crothers, 183, 184, 
185. 

Head, Cloyd, 292. 

Hecht, Ben, 267, 277. 

Helenas Husband — Moeller, 
252, 277. 

Heliogabalus — Mencken and 
Nathan, 268. 

Helburn, Theresa, 277. 

Hell Bent fer Heaven— 
Hughes, 199. 

Her Husband’s Wife—Thomas, 
937. 

Herne, James A., 4, 148. 

“He Who Gets Slapped”—An- 
dreyev, 255. 

Hopkins, Arthur, 253, 258, 283, 
310. 

Hospitality—Cunningham, 206. 

Howard, Bronson, 4. 

Howard, George Bronson, 315. 

Howard, Sidney, 298, 302. 

Hughes, Hatcher, 199. 

' Humoresque—Hurst, 194. 

Huneker, James Gibbons, 224- 
25, 

Hurst, Fannie, 194. 


324 


Icebound—Davis, 204, 205. 

Ile—O’Neill, 74. 

“Indiana Prize Plays,” 276. 

Indian Plays, 198. 

In Mizzoura—Augustus Thomas, 
149, 

In the Zone—O’Neill, 71. 

It Pays to Advertise—Winchell 
Smith, 155. 


Joe, a Hudson Valley Play— 
Dransfield, 207. 

Jameson, Storm, 151, 158. 

Jeanne d’Arc—MacKaye, 15-17, 
38. 

John Hawthorne — Liebovitz, 
207. 

Joint Owners in Spain—Alice 
Brown, 277. 

Jones, Henry Arthur, 168. 

Jones, Robert Edmond, 38, 99, 
105. 

Judas—Kemp, 277. 

Julia Counts Three—Entrekin, 
169. 

Just a Woman—W alter, 166. 

Just Suppose—A. E. Thomas, 
237. 


KAUFMAN, GEORGE 6S., and 
CONNOLLY, MARC, 237, 
42-45, 313. 

KELLY, GEORGE, 237, 245-49. 

Kemp, Harry, 277. 

KENNEDY, CHARLES 
RANN, 177, 179-81. 

KENYON, CHARLES, 191. 

Kindling—Kenyon, 191. 

Kismet—Knoblock, 285. 

Klein, Charles 4. 

KNOBLOCK, EDWARD, 278, 
284-87, 

Koch, Professor F. H., 207. 

KREYMBORG, ALFRED, 
276, 293, 297-98. 

KUMMER, CLARE, 
258-61. 


256, 


Index 


Lady of the Rose—Flavin, 197. 
LANGNER, LAWRENCE, 
250, 252, 254-6, 277. 
Laughing Gas—Dreiser, 310. 
LAWSON, JOHN HOWARD, 
311-13. 
Leonard, William Ellery, 196. 
Lewis, Sinclair, 155, 241. 
Lewisohn, Alice and Irene, 298. 
Lewisohn, Ludwig, 199. 
Liebovitz, David, 207. 
Love Among the Lions—Beach, 
206 


Luca sg arto—Brooks, 298. 


McEvoy, J. P., 249. 

MacKAYE, PERCY, 1-55, 57, 
59, 122, 126, 128, 199, 296, 
306, 307. 

MacKaye, Steele, 3. 

MacMillan, Mary Louise, 276. 

MacPhersons, The, 310. 

Madame Sand—Moeller, 252-4. 

Madretta—Young, 297. 

“Main Street”—Sinclair Lewis, 
155, 241. 

Mapes, Victor, 278. 

March Hares—Gribble, 268. 

Marie Odile—Knoblock, 286. 

Marks, Jeannette, 277. 

Marks, Professor Lionel S., 132. 

Marlowe—Peabody, 131. 

Marlowe, Julia, and Southern, 
K. H., 10, 15. 

MARQUIS, DON, 303-4. 

Mary the Third—Crothers, 186. 

“Masks’’—Middleton, 182. 

Masque, The, 44, 48. 

Masques and Pageants, 305-7. 


“Masques of the East and 
West”—Stevens and Rice, 
297. 


Masque of St. Lowis—MacKaye, 
307. 


Massey, Edward, 282. 

Mater—MacKaye, 38. 

Matthison, Edith Wynn, 131, 
138, 179. 


Index 


Mechanics of Emotion—Cohan 
and Nathan, 150. 

Melodrama, 202. 

Mencken, H. L., 7, 267. 

Mencken, H. L., and Nathan, 
George Jean, 267. 

Merton of the Movies—Kauf- 
man and Connolly, 243. 

MIDDLETON, GEORGE, 177, 
181-2, 276. 

Milestones—Bennett and Knob- 
lock, 279, 286. 

Millay, Edna St. Vincent, 277, 
991 


Miller, Henry, 30, 138. 

Minnick—Kaufman and Con- 
nolly (from Edna Ferber) 
243. 

Miss Lulu Bett—Gale, 205-6. 

MITCHELL, LANGDON, 223- 
30, 236. 

“Modern Dramatists” — Ashley 
Dukes, 126. 

MOELLER, PHILLIP, 250, 
259-4, QT7. 

Moliére—Moeller, 254. 

MOODY, WILLIAM 
VAUGHN, 130, 134-44, 195. 

“Morningside Plays,” 276. 

Moses—Langner, 254-6. 

Moses, Montrose J., 165, 225. 

Mountain Myth, 51. 

Mr. Pitt—Gale, 205. 

Mulally, Don, 314, 

“Mosses from an Old Manse” 
Hawthorne, 33. 

Myers, Henry, 280. 

My Lady’s Dress—Knoblock, 
286. 


Nathan, George Jean, 86, 153, 
177, 283. 

Napoleon Crossing the Rockies 
—MacKaye, 52. 

Negro Plays, 198. 

Neihardt, John G., 277. 

Nevertheless — Stuart Walker, 
263. 


325 


New England Plays, 200. 

Nice People—Crothers, 183, 186. 

Norton, Charles Eliot, 27. 

Not So Very Long Ago—Rich- 
man, 193. 

Nowadays—Middleton, 182. 


“Ode in a Time of Hesitation” 
—Moody, 135. 

eerie! 31—Crothers, 183, 

O'NEILL, EUGENE, 56-123, 
126, 128, 198, 299, 273. 

O’Neill, James, 57. 

Only 38—Thomas, 237. 

eeu Rice, 280-81, 

Oppenheim, James, 298. 

Ordynski, Richard, 38. 

Orthodoxy—Putnam, 310. 

Overtones — Gerstenberg, 277, 
310. 

Paganini—Knoblock, 287, 

Pageant, 44. 

Paid in Full—Walter, 160, 165, 
166. 

Papa, an Amorality — Akins, 
213-14, 

Parrish, Maxfield, 38. 

Passos, John Dos, 311. 

PEABODY, JOSEPHINE 
PRESTON, 129-34, 277. 

Pendennis—Mitchell, 229. 

Phillips, Stephen, 22. 

“Pied Piper of Hamelin,” 132. 
“Plays for Merry Andrews”— 
Kreymborg, 297. 
“Plays tor Poet 
Kreymborg, 297. 
Plays of Provincial Life, 199- 


Mimes”— 


of Urban Life, 
190-94. 

Plays of the Great West, 190, 
194-97. 

“Plays of the Harvard Dra- 
matic Club,” 276. 


189, 


326 


“Plays of the Natural and 
Supernatural”—Dreiser, 310. 

Plays of the New South, 190, 
197-99. 

Plots and Playwrights—Massey, 
282-83. 

Portmanteau Theatre, 263. 

“Possession”—Middleton, 182. 

Pratt, Muriel, 32. 

Princess Zim-Zim — Sheldon, 
169. 

“Princeton Stories”— Williams, 
931. 

Processional—Lawson, 312-13. 

Provincetown Theatre, 89. 

“Provincetown Plays,” 276. 

Provincial Plays, 189. 

Psycho-Analysis, 88. 

“Puppet Plays” — Kreymborg, 
298. 


Putnam, Nina Wilcox, 310. 


Queen Victoria—Carb and Ea- 
ton, 252. 


Recklessness—O’Neill, 65. 

Reicher, Frank, 31. 

Reinhardt, Max, 43, 129, 229. 

“Representative Plays by Amer- 
ican Dramatists” — Moses, 
165, 225. 

Return of Peter Grimm—Be- 
lasco, 310. 

RICE, ELMER, 280, 310, 317. 

Rice, Wallace, 277. 

RICHMAN, ARTHUR, 
PRG 

“Riders to the Sea”—Synge, 67. 

Rip Van Winkle, a Folk Opera 
—MacKaye, 38, 41. 

Ritual, 50. 

Robin Hood—Davis, 203. 

Roger Bloomer—Lawson, 311- 
12, 31%, 

Rollo’s Wild Oat—Kummer, 
260-61. 

Romance—Sheldon, 169, 171-73. 


193, 


Index 


Roseanne, Stephens, 198. 
“Rosmersholm”—Ibsen, 97. 


“Saint Joan”—Shaw, 15, 251. 

Salvation Nell—Sheldon, 167-69. 

Sam Average, a Silhouette— 
MacKaye, 31. 

Sanctuary, a Bird Masque— 
MacKaye, 38, 48. 

Sappho and Phaon—MacKaye, 
6, 17-20, 30, 38. 

Schiller, Friedrich, 15, 43. 

Sergeant James—Walter, 159, 

Seven Keys to Baldpate—Co- 
han and Biggers, 154, 282. 

“Seven Plays of Old Japan”— 
Clements, 277. 

Sharp, Cecil, 294. 

Shay, Frank, 86, 

Shaw, George Bernard, 15. 

Sham—Tompkins, 277. 

SHELDON, EDWARD, 157, 
158, 167-77, 280. 

Shipman, Louis Evan, 48, 237. 

Short Plays, 270-78. 

Simon the Cyrenian—Torrence, 
Q77. 

Sinbad the Sailor — MacKaye, 
38, 41. 

Sinclair, Upton, 315. 

Singing Jailbirds—Sinclair, 315. 

Sisters of Susannah—Moeller, 
252. 

Six Who Pass While the Lentils 
Boil—Stuart Walker, 263. 

Smith, Joseph Lindon, 38. 

Smith, Winchell, 155, 239, 244. 

Sophie—Moeller, 254. 

Southerland, Evelyn Greenleaf, 
9 


Stafford, C. A., 38. 
Stanislavsky, Constant, 129, 
Stanley, Professor A. A., 38. 
“Steeplejack” (Huneker), 264, 
Stephens, Ann Bagby, 198. 
Stephens, Wallace, 298. 
om Thomas Wood, 277%, 


Index 


Stevenson, Augusta, 276. 

St. Gaudens, Augustus, 256. 

St. Gaudens Masque—Shipman, 
48 


St. Louis, a Civic Masque— 
MacKaye, 49. 

Strindberg, August, 99, 
101, 102, 104, 105. 

Sun Up—Vollmer, 199. 

Suppressed Desires — Glaspell, 
208, 277, 310, 

Swords—Sidney Howard, 298. 

Symons, Arthur, 22, 

Synge, J. M., 67. 


100, 


Taboo—Wiborg, 198. 

TARKINGTON, BOOTH, 256, 
261-63, 278. 

Tarmsh—Emery, 192-93. 

Tassin, Algernon, 237. 

Thackeray, 224. 

The Adding Machine — Elmer 
Rice, 310, 317-19. 

The Angel Intrudes—Dell, 277. 

The Antique, a Wayside Sketch 
—MacKaye, 31. 

The Arab Fantasia—Irene and 
Alice Lewisohn, 298. 

The Arabian Nights — Owen 
Davis, 203. 

The Army with Banners—Ken- 
nedy, 181. 
The Arrow Maker — Austin, 
195-96. 
Awful Truth—Richman, 
237. 

The Bad Man—Porter Emerson 
Browne, 267. 

The Big Idea— Thomas and 
Hamilton, 282. 

The Blue Sphere—Dreiser, 310, 

The Boss—Sheldon, 169-70. 

The Book of Self—Oppenheim, 
298. 

“The Book of the Little Past” 
—Peabody, 131. 

The Bronx Express — Dymov, 
314, 


327 


The Canterbury Pilgrims—Mac- 
Kaye, 6, 10-14, 41. 

The Canterbury Pilgrims’ Page- 
ant—MacKaye, 48. 

“The Canterbury Tales”—Chau- 
Cereal O- 

The Catboat, a Fantasy for 
Music, 31. 

The Chameleon—Peabody, 132. 

The Changelings—Dodd, 237. 

The Child of God—Driscoll, 
277. 

The Choir Rehearsal—Kummer, 
258 


The Chorus Lady—Forbes, 242, 

The Christening—Kennedy, 181. 

The City—Fitch, 149. 

“The Civic Theatre, a Book of 
Suggestions,”’—MacKaye, 29- 
30. 


The Clod—Beach, 206, 278. 

The College Widow—Ade, 150. 

The Colonnade—Young, 297, 

The Commuters—Forbes, 242. 

The Cottage in the Air—Knob- 
lock, 285. 

“The Count of Monte Christo,” 
57. 

The County Chairman — Ade, 
150. 

The Craft of the Tortoise—Tas- 
sin, 237, 

The Crime in the 
Room—Wilson, 315. 

“The Daguerreotype”—Moody, 
135. 


Whistler 


The Dark Hours — Marquis, 
303-4. 

The Daimio’s Head—Stevens, 
297. 

“The Dance of Death”—Strind- 
berg, 101. 


The Death of Hve—Moody, 136. 

The Detowr—Davis, 203-4, 

“The Dream Play’”—Strindberg, 
101. 

The Dreamy Kid—O’Neill, 117, 
198. 


328 


The Easiest Way—Walter, 160, 
161-64, 165, 166. 

The Egotist—Hecht, 267. 

The Emperor Jones—O’Néeill, 
105-8, 123, 308. 

The Evergreen Tree—MacKaye, 
0 


50. 

The Faith Healer—Moody, 136, 
143-44. 

The Faun—Knoblock, 285. 

The Fire Bringer—Moody, 136. 

The First Fifty Years—Myers, 
280. 


The First Man—O’Neill, 94-97. 

The First Year—Craven, 156. 

The Flower of the Palace of 
Han—Kennedy and Laloy, 
181. 

The Flower of the Yeddo— 
Mapes, 278. 

The Fool from the Hills—Ken- 
nedy, 181. 

The Fortune Hunter—Winchell 
Smith, 155, 156. 

The Fountain—O’Neill, 
117, 123. 

The Fountain of Youth—Ship- 
man, 237. 

The Garden of Paradise—Shel- 
don, 169, 171, 173-77. 

The Gentile Wije—Wellman, 
194. 

The Girl in the Coffin—Dreiser, 
310. 


115, 


The Goose Hangs High—Beach, 
206. 

The Great Divide—Moody, 136- 
43, 


_The, Grotesques—Head, 292, 


\ 


The Hairy Ape—O’Neill, 105, 
~106,--108-14, 308, 317. 


The Happy Ending—The Mac- | 


Phersons, 310. 

The Heart of Paddy Whack— 
Crothers, 183. 

The Herfords (He and She) 
Crothers, 185. 

The Hero—Emery, 191-92. 


Index 


The High Road—Sheldon, 169- 
70, 280. 

Idol Breaker—Kennedy, 
180. 

The Immigrants, a Lyric Drama 
—MacKaye, 38, 40, 41. 

The Inheritors—Glaspell, 208, 
209, 210. 

The Kreutzer Sonata—Gordin, 
194, 

The Lady of the Weeping Wil- 
low Tree—Stuart Walker, 
263. 

Learned Ladies — Akins, 
213. 

The Light in the 
Dreiser, 310. 

The Little King—Bynner, 277. 

“The Little Mermaid”—Hans 
Christian Andersen, 173. 

The Little Swpper—Moeller, 
252. 

The Long Voyage 
O’Neill, 71, 76. 

The Lullaby—Knoblock, 287. 

The Magical City—Akins, 213, 
Q77. 

The Man Who Ate the Popo- 
mack—Turner, 268. 

The Marriage G'ame—Flexner, 
237. 

The Marriage of Tony—Liebo- 
vitz, 207. 

“The Married Life of the Fred- 
erick Carrolls” — Williams, 
232. 

The Masque of Judgment — 
Moody, 136. 

The Meddlers—Akins, 213. 

The Melting Pot—Zangwill, 
193. 

The Moon of the Caribbees— 
O’Neill, 66, 67-70, 76, 79, 106, 
273. 

“The Moon of the Caribbees and 
Other Plays”—O’Neill, 66. 

ee ecessary Hvil—Kennedy, 


Window— 


Home— 


Index 


“The Need of Imagination in 
the Drama of To-day”— 
MacKaye, 1, 27, 59. 

The Neighbors—Gale, 278. 

The Nervous Wreck—Davis, 
267. 

“The New Citizenship, a Civic 
Ritual’—MacKaye, 50. 

The New York Idea—Mitchell, 
225-29. 

The Nigger—Sheldon, 169-70. 

“The Nigger of the Narcissus” 
—Conrad, 60. 

The People—Glaspell, 208, 277. 

The Pilgrim and the Book— 
MacKaye, 50. 

The Pioneers—Oppenheim, 298. 

The Piper—Peabody, 131-34. 

“The Playhouse and the Play” 
—MacKaye, 28. 

The Poor Litile Rich Girl— 
Gates, 283-84. 

The Potters—McEvoy, 249. 

The Prelude to Creation—Op- 
penheim, 298. 

The Rector—Crothers, 183. 

The Red Light of Mars— 
George Bronson Howard, 315. 

The Rescuing Angel—Kummer, 
260. 

The Rib of Man—Kennedy, 
181 


The Rider of Dreams—Tor- 
rence, 277. 

The Robbery—Kummer, 258. 

The Roadhouse in Arden— 
Moeller, 252. 

The Road Together—Middleton, 
182 


The Road to the City—Flavin, 
197. 

The Roll Cali—MacKaye, 50. 

The Rope—O’Neill, 76, 89. 

The Sabine Women (The Great 
Divide)—Moody, 136. 

The Saint—Young, 297. 

The Salut aw Monde—Alice and 
Irene Lewisohn, 298. 


329 


The Scarecrow or The Glass of 
Truth—MacKaye, 31, 32-36. 
“The Selicke Family”—Holz 

and Schlaf, 168. 
The Servant in the House— 
Kennedy, 179-80, 181. 
i. ate Woman—Vollmer, 
199, 
The Show Off—Kelly, 246-49. 
The Show Shop—Forbes, 242. 
The Shulamite—Knoblock, 285. 
“The Singing Men”—Peabody, 
131. 


The 
269. 

The Song of Songs—Sheldon, 
171 


Small Timers—Entrekin, 


“The Spook Sonata”—Strind- 
berg, 100, 101, 102. 

The Spring—Cook, 207. 

The Square Peg—Beach, 206. 

“The Stolen Story”—Williams, 
231. 

The Straw—O’Neill, 92-94, 99. 

The Sultan of Sulu—Ade, 150. 

“The Sunken Bell”—Haupt- 
mann, 175. 

The Tavern—Cohan and Gantt, 
154. 

The Terrible Meek—Kennedy, 
180. 
The Texas Nightingale or 
Greatness—Akins, 213, 217. 
The Three of Us—Crothers, 
184. 

“The Thunderbolt”—Pinero, 97. 

The Torch Bearers—Kelly, 245- 
46, 261. 

The Trail of the Lonesome Pine 
—Walter and Fox, 160. 

The Trimplet—Stuart Walker, 
263. 

The Unchastened Woman—Ans- 
pacher, 237. 

The Undertow—Walter, 159. 

The Varying Shore—Akins, 
281. 

The Verge—Glaspell, 210-11. 


330 
sie ois Naked Boy—Walker, 


a 
131. 

The Web—O’Neill, 65. 

The Will of Song—MacKaye, 
50. 

The Wings—Peabody, 132. 

The Winterfeast — Kennedy, 
180. 

ay Wolf of Gubbio—Peabody, 

132. 


Wayfarers” — Peabody, 


The Yellow Jacket—Hazelton 
and Benrimo, 295-97, 308. 

“There Are Crimes and Crimes” 
—Strindberg, 101. 

They Knew What They Wanted 
—Sidney Howard, 302. 

Thirst—O’Neill, 64, 65, 66, 114. 

“Thirst and Other Plays”— 
O'Neill, 64. 

39 East—Crothers, 183. 

This Fine Pretty World—Mac- 
Kaye, 52, 199. 

Thomas, A, E., 237. 

Thomas, A. E., and Hamilton, 
Clayton, 282. 

Thomas, Augustus, 4, 149. 

Thompson, Denman, 4. 

Three Travellers Watch a Sun- 
rise—Stephens, 298. 

Tiger—Bynner, 277. 

Tiger Rose—Knoblock, 287. 

“To a Writer of the Day”— 
Mitchell, 226. 

Tomorrow—Mac Kaye, 31. 

Tompkins, Frank G., 277. 

Too Many Cooks—Craven, 
156. 

TORRENCE, RIDGLEY, 198, 
QN7. 

To the Ladies—Kaufman and 
Connolly, 243, 244. 

Totheroh, Dan, 195. 

“Tradition”—Middleton, 182, 

Tradition—Middleton, 276. 

Tradition—Elwood, 207. 

Trifles—Glaspell, 277. 


Index 


Turandot, Princess of China, 
43. 

Turner, W. J., 268. 

Turn to the Right—Winchell 
Smith, 155. 

Two Blind Beggars and One 
Less Blind—Moeller, 252. 

“Two Mothers”—Neihardt, 277. 

“Two on a Tower”’—Thomas 
Hardy, 78. 

Two Slatterns and a King— 
Millay, 298. 


Urban, Joseph, 38. 


“Vanity Fair’—Thackeray, 224. 
Voellmoeller, Karl, 43. 
Vollmer, Lulu, 199. 


WALTER, EUGENE, © 157, 
158-67. 

WALKER, STUART, 256, 
263-64, 276. 
Warnings—O’Neill, 65. 
“Washington Square Plays,” 
276. 

Washington, the Man Who 


Made Us—MacKaye, 36. 
Wedekind, Frank, 101. 
Welded—Kugene O’Neill, 97-99. 
Wellman, Rita, 194. 
Wentworth, Marion Craig, 276. 
West of Pittsburgh or The 

Deep Tangled Wildwood, 

—Kaufman and _ Connolly, 

243, 244, 

What Price Glory—Anderson 

and Stallings, 178, 301-2. 
Where the Cross Is Made— 

O’Neill, 74, 75, 114. 

Why Marry?—Williams, 232-36. 
Why Not?—Williams, 236. 
Wiborg, Mary Hoyt, 198. 

Wild Birds—Totheroh, 195. 
Wilde, Percival, 276. 


Index 331 


WILLIAMS, JESSE LYNCH, | “Yankee Fantasies”—MacKaye, 
223, 224, 230-36. 31 


Wilson, Edmund, 315. Yesterday—Clements, 2/7. 
Wings—Peabody, 277. Young, Stark, 297. 
“Wisconsin Plays,” 276. Young Wisdom—Crothers, 183. 


“Workshop Publications”—Har- 
' vard, 207. Zangwill, Israel, 193. 


aS 
. 


SEES 


iA 


i) 


; SaSee = = 
aoe ee pe po wesy See cect aee 


zag pe espa 


